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IntroducCon 

“Agriculture provides food and livelihood for millions and shapes our rural areas and the natural 
environment. (…) Without prospects for a decent return, farmers will leave the sector and agricultural 

produc=on will not take place.”(European Commission, Agri Sustainability Compass, 2024b). 
 

With current uncertain geopoli=cal =mes due to wars, trade-wars, elec=ons and other conflicts, 
the European Union undoubtedly needs to strike a balance between food security, environmental 
protec=on but also farmer frustra=on. Indeed, recent protests, strikes and ac=vism of farmers indicate 
that the central European, and notably Belgium’s agricultural sector is under pressure. 

 
Not only are the stakes significant on an EU level, considering that the agricultural support 

budget of the European Union in 2022 amounts to 23,5% of total EU expenditures or 0,38% of the EU 
gross domes=c product (European Commission, 2024a), but also on a regional level for Belgium. In 
fact, Wallonia consists of approximately 43% of agricultural land and 12 000 farms (European 
Commission, 2025). Moreover, the value chain of the agricultural sector cascades onto various other 
sectors and influences the regional environmental and economic health (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 
2023). 

 
Two types of farming exist: conven=onal and organic. Organic farming is a farming approach 

focusing on a high level of environmental friendliness and animal welfare. The goods are produced by 
relying on natural substances and processes, and not only cater to the market segment seeking these 
amributes, but also broadly benefit society through environmental protec=on, animal welfare and 
sustainable development of rural areas (Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018). Nevertheless, to achieve these 
outcomes, the organic farming processes have various constraints (Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018) 
leading to losses compared to conven=onal farms, which are however only par=ally compensated for 
by organic support payments (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
The literature suggests that organic farmers are less risk averse (Acs et al., 2009; Flaten et al., 

2005; Kallas et al., 2009; Läpple & Rensburg, 2011; Tzouramani et al., 2014) and touches upon several 
risk factors and risk management strategies related to organic farm systems (Tiedemann & Latacz-
Lohmann, 2013; Hanson et al., 2004; Labajova et al., 2022; Gardebroek et al., 2010; Home et al., 2019; 
Kerselaers et al., 2007; Flaten et al., 2005; Tzouramani et al., 2014; Darnhofer et al., 2005; Filippini et 
al., 2020). 

 
Moreover, the literature addresses the drivers and barriers of organic demand. While consumers 

generally highly value organic products (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021) due to health and 
environmental concerns (Hughner et al., 2007; Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021), the local amribute of 
a product seems to be cri=cal (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et al., 2020; Hughner et al., 
2007; Janssen & Hamm, 2012). The consumers also ogen perceive local products as organic, even if it 
is not the case (Hughner et al., 2007). Yet, the price of these goods remains the main obstacle for the 
demand (Hughner et al., 2007). 

 
While the economic and profitability poten=al of organic farms is high (Crowder & Reganold, 

2015; Koppenberg, 2023; Acs et al., 2007; Grovermann et al., 2021; Kerselaers et al., 2007), the impact 
of subsidies remains key on the financial side of organic farms (Offermann & Nieberg, 2000; Stolze & 
Lampkin, 2009; Giannakis & Bruggeman, 2015; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
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However, the yield and efficiency of organic systems are suggested to be lower (Crowder & 
Reganold, 2015; Gaudaré et al., 2021; Reganold & Wachter, 2016; Shennan et al., 2017), while 
addi=onally, the outsourced produc=on expenses are suggested to be higher than conven=onal farms 
(Crowder & Reganold, 2015; Hanson et al., 2004; Premy et al., 2001). 

 
The literature incorporates both quan=ta=ve and qualita=ve studies but is heavily skewed 

towards the quan=ta=ve side and in need of qualita=ve insights to complement the raw data driven 
studies with non-monetary factors (Kremmydas et al., 2023). Addi=onally, relevant and recent 
literature is very limited, with even fewer sources (Kerselaers et al., 2007) available specifically for 
Belgium and inexistent for Wallonia. 

 
Whereas the CAP Strategic Plan of Wallonia (2023) (i.e. the strategic support plan for the period 

2023 to 2027) studies the Walloon landscape of agriculture, it fails to see the interplay and synergies 
between poten=al key factors. Indeed, it addresses issues using blanket coverage of support payments 
based on quan=ta=ve data only, without seeing the interplay of numerous parameters that contribute 
to the difficul=es navigated by the farmers. While the consequences of the challenges are reflected in 
the numbers, the causes and interac=ons remain invisible. 

 
This presents an opportunity to conduct a qualita=ve study (complemented by a quan=ta=ve 

part) enabling a view through a fresh lens on the commercial and financial barriers of Walloon organic 
farmers in order to provide an overview and poten=ally new leverage points on the issues for 
policymakers, farmers and other stakeholders. 

 
As the Walloon agricultural sector mainly focuses on livestock (FADN Public Database, 2022; CAP 

Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023), the thesis will focus specifically on this type of organic farm in order to 
cover most of the Walloon ac=vity. 

 
To specifically narrow down the theory towards the Walloon landscape, semi-structured 

interviews of three (n=3) Walloon agricultural macro-actors as well as a financial analysis on a database 
(n=585) provided by the Wallon Direc=on de l’Analyse Economique Agricole have been realized. Then, 
in order to inves=gate the Walloon livestock case, twelve (n=12) semi-structured interviews of Walloon 
livestock farmers have been conducted, where one did a reversion back to conven=onal, one recently 
stopped his ac=vity but thought about transi=oning, and ten that were organic. 

 
The remaining segments of the thesis are structured as follows. First, a literature review has 

been conducted which is par==oned in three parts. The first part reviews sustainable agriculture as a 
global challenge. The second part addresses the ins=tu=onal theory and regulatory framework. The 
third part, assess the economic, financial and managerial considera=ons. Then, a detailed 
methodological segment is presented. Following this is the development of the hypothesises which 
incorporates the macro-actor and financial analysis. Furthermore, the results are then displayed and 
followed by the discussion of the findings which includes the limita=ons. Lastly, a conclusion of the 
thesis is made. 
 
  



 13 

Literature Review 

1. Sustainable agriculture as a global challenge 

1.1. Defining sustainable and organic agriculture 

The trend towards sustainable and organic agriculture is not a recent area of interest. Indeed, 
even as far back as 1920, this theme is commonly explored by researchers under the term 
“agroecology” (FAO, 2024). At the end of the 20th century, the primary aim of agroecology was 
described as solving sustainability issues in agriculture (Al=eri, 1989). Al=eri (1989) also addressed the 
issue with incorpora=ng new technologies in farming. He emphasized that new technologies should 
not only be aimed at reducing inputs but also need to be (1) “socially ac=va=ng” i.e. “high degree of 
popular engagement”, (2) “culturally compa=ble” (building and adding elements onto tradi=onal 
prac=ces) as well as (3) “ecologically sound” and (4) be “economically viable” (Al=eri, 1989, p.45). 
Although, Al=eri (1989) used these four elements to describe the introduc=on of new technologies in 
agroecology, they can be used as a first base of a defini=on and core concepts of sustainable 
agriculture.  

 
Moreover, a recent defini=on of agroecology can be sourced from page 1, §3 of the 10 elements 

of agroecology published by the FAO in 2024: “Agroecology is an integrated approach that 
simultaneously applies ecological and social concepts and principles to the design and management of 
food and agricultural systems. It seeks to op=mize the interac=ons between plants, animals, humans 
and the environment while taking into considera=on the social aspects that need to be addressed for 
a sustainable and fair food system.”  

 
However, despite the defini=on of the FAO (2024) incorpora=ng the essence of what sustainable 

agriculture is, there may not be enough emphasis on the crucial economic aspect. In contrast, Lampkin 
(2003) suggests in a book of organic agriculture (OECD, 2003, p.313) a defini=on of organic farming 
which bemer aligns with the focus of this thesis. Lampkin (2003) describes organic farming on page 
313 as: “an approach to agriculture that emphasises environmental protec=on, animal welfare, food 
quality and health, sustainable resource use and social jus=ce objec=ves, and which u=lises the market 
to help support these objec=ves and compensate for the internalisa=on of externali=es”. As stated, 
Lampkin (2003) men=ons that the market is u=lized to achieve all these sustainable benefits. In other 
words, the economic dimension being an integral part of organic farming prac=ces can thus be 
deducted. 

 
Finally, the European commission, in the regula=on (EU) 2018/848 page 1, §1, defines the 

organic agriculture as :”(…) an overall system of farm management and food produc=on that combines 
best environmental and climate ac=on prac=ces, a high level of biodiversity, the preserva=on of natural 
resources and the applica=on of high animal welfare standards and high produc=on standards in line 
with the demand of a growing number of consumers for products produced using natural substances 
and processes. Organic produc=on thus plays a dual societal role, where, on the one hand, it provides 
for a specific market responding to consumer demand for organic products and, on the other hand, it 
delivers publicly available goods that contribute to the protec=on of the environment and animal 
welfare, as well as to rural development.” 
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1.2. Environmental impact and trends of organic agriculture 

Organic farming adop=on, in the world and Europe, has seen a substan=al growth over the last 
years (FiBL & IFOAM Organics Interna=onal, 2024; FiBL Sta=s=cs, 2024). As a general consensus, 
organic farming seems to be perceived as more environmentally friendly than conven=onal agricultural 
prac=ces (Mondelaers et al., 2009). Furthermore, livestock produc=ons are essen=al for the 
sustainable development of agricultural areas (Filippini et al., 2020; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
Numerous studies inves=gated the environmental impact of organic agriculture. Indeed, in their meta-
analysis of peer reviewed literature, Mondelaers et al. (2009) found that organic agriculture leads to a 
higher concentra=on of organic mamer in the soil (richer habitat for living organisms, improved soil 
filtering and reduced erosion) and enhanced biodiversity (breeds and wildlife).  

 
However, Mondelaers et al. (2009) also found that organic farms have on average a 20% reduced 

land use efficiency (i.e. 20% less produc=on for the same land) compared to conven=onal farms and 
therefore the posi=ve impact on pollu=on (i.e. less substance soil leaching and greenhouse gas 
emissions) is less obvious when expressed per unit product. In addi=on, Mondelaers et al. (2009) 
emphasise that the main posi=ve impacts resul=ng from organic agriculture come from decreased 
input intensity as stated on page 12, §2: “less fer=lizer use, lower animal density, no chemical inputs”. 
Mondelaers et al.’s (2009) findings have also been underlined by Birkhofer et al. (2016) but, 
nonetheless, they also acknowledge that conven=onal agriculture bears an increased environmental 
risk and thus should be modified to address the risks.  

 
Notwithstanding the lower yield and efficiency of organic farming, and not to men=on the 

increased environmental friendliness as well as decreased pes=cide use, Reganold and Wachter (2016) 
also point out that organic agriculture plays an important role in social benefits while its output of food 
quality is equal or more nutri=ous than conven=onal farms. Yet, the causes of varia=on of animal 
product quality are numerous and seem to be only par=ally related to livestock farming prac=ces; the 
race of the animal, farming prac=ces, the transport and slaughtering, transforma=on, distribu=on and 
domes=c food handling all play an important role in the quality (Prache et al., 2023). 

 
Furthermore, concerning animal welfare, animal housing condi=ons and locomo=on areas are 

generally superior on organic farms than on conven=onal farms (Sundrum, 2001). However, data on 
animal welfare is limited (Hovi et al., 2003) and direct animal welfare measurements are not described 
in the literature (Sundrum, 2001). While Sundrum (2001) does point out that there are approximate 
measurements of animal living condi=ons in the literature, he emphasises that these assessments are 
not sa=sfactory.  In any case, by seeing the issue in a different way, Hovi et al. (2003) suggest that there 
is limle to no evidence that would suggest that organic livestock management causes any major threats 
on animal health and welfare when compared to conven=onal farming. 

 
Moreover, there seems to be a concern whether organic agriculture, given the lower efficiency, 

can safely feed the en=re human popula=on (Birkhofer et al., 2016; Mondelaers et al., 2009; Reganold 
& Wachter, 2016). However, a recent projec=on shows that the world-wide popula=on is increasing at 
much slower rate and is projected to stagnate at around the year 2070 from where it will decrease 
un=l the year 2100, this trajectory is even more pronounced for Europe (UN, 2024). Given the 
projec=ons and non-exis=ng up to date literature available on the topic, organic farming may be 
sufficient to feed the en=re human popula=on, or at least the European popula=on, if developed 
abundantly, further underlining the importance of the stakes at play of the organic agricultural sector. 
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2. Ins5tu5onal theory and regulatory frameworks 

2.1. The ins?tu?onal theory and its applica?on to agriculture 

Common knowledge is that the ins=tu=onal and regulatory landscape has a crucial impact on 
organiza=ons. Indeed, the ins=tu=onal theory suggests that organiza=ons within the same field 
become increasingly more similar over =me. This tendency is due to ins=tu=onal pressure which leads 
to homogeneity within organiza=ons producing similar products and services (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983). DiMaggio & Powell (1983) describe this phenomenon as ins=tu=onal isomorphism, which 
contradicts the believe that compe==on alone is a driver for organiza=onal adapta=ons. Three types 
of isomorphisms are characterized by DiMaggio & Powell (1983): (1) coercive, (2) mime=c and (3) 
norma=ve. On one hand, coercive isomorphism occurs from formal and informal pressures coming 
from regulatory and funding bodies or cultural expecta=ons which push organiza=ons towards 
conformity to avoid penal=es or gain legi=macy. On the other hand, mime=c isomorphism occurs in 
highly uncertain environments where successful strategies of organiza=on are imitated to address 
ambiguity and risk. The last isomorphism, being norma=ve, results from a standardized educa=on and 
professional networks which share norms and values, leading to common prac=ces and knowledge 
within organiza=ons (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

 
While isomorphism increases similari=es among organiza=ons, it is suggested to decrease 

innova=on and efficiency (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Furthermore, adapta=ons are seen to be only 
executed to gain legi=macy rather than actually bringing improvements and innova=ons to 
organiza=ons (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This can also be deducted from Geels & Schot (2007)’s paper 
on sociotechnical transi=on pathways. Indeed, in both papers, the ins=tu=onal pressure and regulatory 
standards encourage stability and discourage divergence from the status quo (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Geels & Schot, 2007). 

 

2.1.1. Links to organic agriculture in Europe 

Clear links to agriculture, more specifically organic agriculture, can be drawn from DiMaggio & 
Powell (1983)’s and Geels & Schot (2007)’s work. Especially considering organic farm adop=ons have 
been increasing heavily over the recent years (FiBL & IFOAM Organics Interna=onal, 2024; FiBL 
Sta=s=cs, 2024). In fact, a fair deduc=on from both papers, especially from DiMaggio & Powell (1983)’s, 
is that there might be, indeed, ins=tu=onal isomorphism happening to European organic farmers that 
leads to homogeneity and uniformity among them and thus it may decrease efficiency and innova=on 
as described by DiMaggio & Powell (1983). 

 
Moreover, by applying DiMaggio & Powell (1983)’s paper to European agriculture, we can fairly 

speculate that some form of coercive isomorphism is taking place. In fact, with the regula=ons of the 
European Common Agricultural Policy (the “CAP”) (which will be further described in point “2.2. The 
regulatory framework for organic farming in Europe”) and thus subsidies as well as sustainability 
requirements of organic prac=ces may mould organic farms towards homogeneity and in addi=on, 
may push conven=onal farmers to align increasingly with the new eco-friendly standards to avoid 
penal=es and/or gain legi=macy as described by DiMaggio & Powell (1983). Furthermore, organic 
farming is ogen associated with higher risk (Hanson et al., 2004; Labajova et al., 2022) especially in the 
transi=on period (Kerselaers et al., 2007) and higher vola=lity (Acs et al., 2009). To diminish the risk of 
this uncertain environment, we can assume mime=c isomorphism i.e. imita=on of farm prac=ces is 
occurring. Lastly, norma=ve isomorphism could also occur due to professional networks, agriculture 
services and educa=onal ins=tu=ons which encourage organic farmers to adopt uniform prac=ces. 
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2.2. The regulatory framework for organic farming in Europe 

Today’s regulatory framework of organic farming, the Common Agricultural Policy (the “CAP”), 
revolves around three main areas of ac=on combined into two key pillars. The first pillar being direct 
farmer income support as well as market measures and the second pillar being rural development. 
(European Council, 2024). However, it is important to visualise its origin and evolu=on over =me as the 
CAP is a dynamic regulatory framework (European Council, 2024).  

 
The CAP was adopted in 1962 ager the World War 2 to counteract the consequences of the war 

in terms of food produc=vity, food access, farmer income and harmonisa=on of policies among 
European countries to have fair compe==on (Regula=on (EEC) No 25, 1962; European Council, 2024a). 
To achieve these objec=ves, these regula=ons introduced an economic system where farmers were 
guaranteed a fixed price for their products as well as receiving aids in accordance with their 
produc=vity, while addi=onally, tariffs on external products were imposed (Regula=on (EEC) No 25, 
1962; Regula=on (EEC) No 26, 1962; European Council, 2024a). Since then, numerous addi=ons and 
amendments of the CAP have been introduced (European Council, 2024; European Council, 2024a), 
such as quota systems to avoid overproduc=on (Regula=on (EEC) No 804, 1984; Regula=on (EEC) No 
856, 1984) and the direct income support to farmers and new obliga=ons to protect the environment 
and food quality (Regula=on (EEC) No 2078, 1992).  

 
Moreover, approaching current =mes, the first reform of the CAP in 2013 integrated further 

sustainability measures (i.e. payments con=ngent on eco-friendly prac=ces), support for smaller and 
young farmers, and enhanced rural development. (European Council, 2024a; Regula=on (EU) No 1307, 
2013; Regula=on (EU) No 1305, 2013). Finally, the post-2020 reform, which is ac=ve since the 1st of 
January 2023 and should last un=l 2027, revolves around new strategic approaches giving member 
states a degree of autonomy to create their own strategic plans tailored to their needs, but which must 
be s=ll in line with the overall common policy (European Council, 2024a; Regula=on (EU) No 2115, 
2021).  

 
The objec=ves of the Walloon strategic plan were established ager the 2020 reform and 

emphasise the support of small family farms, favourably influencing the genera=onal passing of farms, 
guaranteeing the income of farmers, suppor=ng equally all types of agriculture, conserving and 
enhancing the food autonomy, reloca=ng the value-added of produc=on and contribu=ng to the 
broader climate and sustainability goals (Public Service Wallonia (SPW), 2024; CAP Strategic Plan 
Wallonia, 2023). Furthermore, while farmer funding is s=ll condi=onal on compliance with EU 
environmental and climate laws, the new CAP further promotes eco-friendly farming prac=ces with 
various rewards in form of direct payments (European Council, 2024a; Regula=on (EU) No 2115, 2021; 
Regula=on (EU) No 2116, 2021; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023).  
 

The current overall allocated CAP budget for the =me period 2023 to 2027 is €386,6 billion, 
which represents on average around 20% to 25% of the yearly total European budget (European 
Commission, 2024), and is split between two funds (commonly referred to as “pillars”): one to support 
farmer income (“EAGF” or European Agricultural Guarantee Fund, €270 billion) and market measures 
(also “EAGF”, €21,1 billion) while the other fund focuses on rural development (“EAFRD” or European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, €95,5 billion) (European Commission, 2024c; Regula=on (EU) 
No 2116, 2021). The Belgian, more specifically, the Walloon CAP budget amounts to €1,862 billion, of 
which €1,328 billion are allocated to the first pillar (income support and market measures) and €534 
million for the second pillar (rural development) (European Commission, 2024c; Public Service 
Wallonia (SPW), 2024). 
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To summarize, today’s regulatory framework of organic agriculture mainly revolves around the 
regula=on (EU) 2021/2115 (rules on support and CAP strategic plans), regula=on (EU) 2021/2116 
(specific to the financing and management of the CAP), regula=on (EU) 2018/848 (organic produc=on 
and labelling), regula=on (EU) 2020/464 (applica=on rules of certain elements of regula=on (EU) 
2018/848) complemented by the Walloon Decree of October 13, 2022 and the Strategic CAP Plan of 
Wallonia (2023) and lastly, regula=on (EU) 2017/625 on organic controls. 

 
Considering the scope of this thesis being organic livestock farms in Wallonia, details of the most 

important elements of these regula=ons affec=ng specifically Walloon livestock farms will be 
described. Furthermore, as there are numerous livestock species, the focus is on the main breeds 
present (conven=onal and organic) in Wallonia i.e. Camle (Bovine, dairy and non-dairy) and Sheep 
(dairy) (FADN Public Database, 2022; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
The first part on organic cer=fica=on has the aim to describe the outlay of the general framework 

of organic cer=fica=on and its cost, whereas the following parts will focus on the subsidies and the 
specifici=es of the types of livestock farm prac=ces. 

 

2.2.1. The organic cer7fica7on 

Key steps of organic cer0fica0on 
 

Before the start of any ac=vity, the agricultural business must be registered at the Banque-
Carrefour des Entreprises (the “BCE”) (Walloon Decree, 2022).  

 
Furthermore, the agricultural business must establish a supervision contract with one of the 

accredited control bodies in Wallonia (which will be described in the next sec=on) for the category of 
products related to the business ac=vity (Walloon Decree, 2022).  

 
Every agricultural business wan=ng to make available organic products on the market (or in the 

process of organic conversion) needs to no=fy its ac=vi=es to the Quality and Animal Welfare 
Directorate of the Public Service Wallonia of Agriculture, Natural Resources and Environment (the 
“SPW ARNE”) (Walloon Decree, 2022). This marks the beginning of organic business ac=vi=es as well 
as the conversion period, which will begin once the directorate verifies and communicates the date of 
entry in the control system SIGEC (Integrated System of Management and Control or Système intégré 
de ges=on et de contrôle) or SANITEL (FASFC tracking system) (Walloon Decree, 2022). 
 
The accredited control bodies 

 
In Belgium, there are five independent control bodies that are BELAC (Belgian Accredita=on 

Body, as defined under the Royal Decree of January 31, 2014) accredited: Cer=One, Cer=sys, Le Comité 
du lait, FoodChain ID and Tüv-Nord Integra (Walloon Decree, 2022). 
 
The different types of controls: the first control 

 
Ager receiving the no=fica=on by the agricultural business, the first control is issued by the 

control body no later than thirty business days star=ng from the beginning date of the agreed control 
regime. At this first control, the farmer must be able to give a complete descrip=on of the organic 
produc=on, and the auditor needs to have access to the en=re farm infrastructures and all the farm 
specific documents. In essence, a complete review of the farm ac=vity is conducted (Walloon Decree, 
2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
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The different types of controls: the annual control 
 

Similarly to the first control, the annual control does a complete review of the farm system. As 
to give a bit more detail, it is conducted on-site (i.e. physical inspec=on of the farm) following an 
appointment. During the audit, records as well as the traceability of inputs and veterinary care are 
verified based on the farm’s accoun=ng records. All management details of the plots (crop logbook) 
and animals (livestock logbook) are verified with the on-site reality (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on 
(EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
 

Moreover, the auditor will inspect elements such as the documents iden=fying the animals, the 
produc=on plan, elements of the accoun=ng corresponding documents (e.g. invoices), balance sheet 
of materials (e.g. livestock feed and what propor=on is bought versus auto produced, descrip=on and 
quan==es of various other inputs used). In addi=on, the auditor inspects the livestock facili=es and 
plots to verify the compliance with the declara=ons, e.g. regarding density requirements and access 
to pastures and outdoor areas (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) 
No 625, 2017). 
 
The different types of controls: the spontaneous control and sampling 
  

This type of control can occur spontaneously (i.e. without prior appointment) and inspects only 
a few points from the annual control. Addi=onally, sampling can be done on livestock feed, the soil, 
the milk, the meat and various other elements to ensure that there are no unauthorized substances in 
the organic produc=on (e.g. for milk and meat: an=-bio=cs, growth hormones, food preserva=ves, 
ar=ficial flavouring, nitrates) (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) 
No 625, 2017). 

 
If an unauthorized substance as described by regula=on (EU) 2018/848 has been detected 

during controls in line with regula=on (EU) 2017/625 , the origin and the cause of it will be inspected 
and the product will temporarily be forbidden on the market or be used elsewhere un=l official results 
of the inspec=on have been communicated (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; 
Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 

 
For informa=on purposes, please find in appendix 1 the other types of controls that can occur. 

 
 
Walloon policies on the frequency of controls 
 

The frequency of control of every agricultural operator is determined based on a risk analysis 
which can vary based elements such as (but not limited to) the degree of mixed (organic/non-organic) 
produc=on and the recency of cer=fica=on (Walloon Decree, 2022). Furthermore, the Walloon decree 
of October 13, 2022, indicates that every agricultural operator needs to be controlled annually. 
 

Yet, the European regula=ons (EU) 2018/848 allows for a greater =me between on-site controls 
(a maximum of every 24 months) if during the previous controls the operator has not had any 
compliance issues for three consecu=ve years.  However, the Walloon Decree of October 13, 2022, has 
stricter measures that complement the European regula=on. Indeed, to be recognized as a low risk 
profile and to be granted more =me between on-site controls, the Decree states on page 30 that the 
agricultural operator needs to respect the following: 
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• The agricultural business only produces organic products and does not have more than three 
workers; 

• The agricultural business has the organic cer=fica=on for at least five years; 
• The agricultural business does not exceed 700 000,00 € of organic sales revenue; 
• The agricultural business has never asked for any organic prac=ce waiver to its auditor (e.g. special 

authoriza=on to introduce non-organic livestock to ini=ally cons=tute the herd); 
• The agricultural business has not been subject to any complaints; 
• The agricultural business does not employ temporary workforce; 
• The agricultural business does not outsource any ac=vi=es. 

 
Please find in the appendix 2, the first point (general offenses) of chapter 2 of appendix 8 of the 

Walloon Decree of October 13, 2022, which lists and describes the elements that can be marked as 
non-compliant by the auditor. The whole list can be found in chapter 2 of appendix 8 of the Walloon 

Decree of October 13, 2022. 
 
The cost of cer0fica0on and fee calcula0ons 

 
To cover the incurred costs by the control bodies, an annual fee is determined which is owed by 

the producers. It is based on a point system found in appendix 4 of the Walloon Decree, 2022, with 
minimum and maximum ceilings. The points need to be mul=plied by a factor ranging from 0,153 € 
(minimum ceiling) (Walloon Decree, 2022, p.27) to 0,232 € (maximum ceiling) (Walloon Decree, 2022, 
p.28) to be converted to euros (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) 
No 625, 2017). 

 
The resul=ng fee are to be paid annually, do not include value added tax (“VAT”) and are 

adjusted annually based on the health index for September of the previous year compared to that of 
September 2021. Moreover, the annual fee for an agricultural producer is composed, on one hand of 
a fixed base number (1 670 points) (Walloon Decree, 2022, Appendix 4) and, on the other hand, a 
variable number. However, in any case the minimum fee will always be of 2 500 points (Walloon 
Decree, 2022, p.24) i.e. 2 500*0,153€ = 383€ (minimum ceiling) or 2.500*0,232€ =580€ (maximum 
ceiling) (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
Furthermore, the variable number is determined based on the area of the pastures, meadows, plots 
and the number of livestock per category (Walloon Decree, 2022). 

 
Please find in appendix 3 an example calcula=on inspired by a vulgariza=on document of 

BioWallonie (2024). 
 

Please find in the appendix 4, the appendix 4 of the Walloon Decree of October 13, 2022, which 
lists the elements that are used for the variable point a^ribu=on in scope of the thesis. 

 

2.2.2. A comparison of organic and conven7onal financial aids  

Before going into specific figures, it is important to understand who the beneficiaries of these 
aids are, what plot areas are covered and what other criteria there are. 
 
The beneficiaries of financial aids 
 

To receive the financial aids, the person needs to be recognized as an ac=ve farmer as per ar=cle 
3, §1, of regula=on (EU) 2021/2115 (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023): “Farmer means a natural or 
legal person, or group of natural or legal persons, regardless of the legal status granted to such a group 
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and its members under na=onal law, whose holding is situated within the territorial scope (…) and who 
exercises an agricultural ac=vity as determined by the Member states in accordance with ar=cle 4, §2 
of this regula=on”. And conducts an agricultural ac=vity as per ar=cle 4, §2 of regula=on (EU) 
2021/2115 :”(…) shall be determined in such a way that it allows to contribute to the provision of 
private and public goods through one or both of the following methods: (a) the produc=on of 
agricultural products, which includes ac=ons such as raising animals farming or cul=va=on (…). (b) the 
maintenance of agricultural area in a state suitable for grazing or cul=va=on, without preparatory 
ac=ons going beyond the use of usual standard agricultural methods and machinery”. 
 

Moreover, the applicant farmer needs to be iden=fied in the SIGEC and needs to possess the 
right of payment which is granted through a single applica=on form submimed to the public Walloon 
authori=es, more specifically, the regional finances (Walloon Decree, 2022; CAP Strategic Plan 
Wallonia, 2023). 

 
Furthermore, the farmer needs to adhere to the “good agricultural and environmental 

condi=ons” (Bonnes Condi=ons Agricoles et Environnementales or “BCAE”) and respect the “regulatory 
requirements for management compliance” (Exigences Réglementaires en Ma=ère de Ges=on or 
“ERMG”) (Regula=on (EU) No 2115, 2021; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). In this thesis, the 
required base prac=ce (BCAE and ERMG) will not be covered as they will not contribute meaningfully 
to the overall objec=ve of said thesis. However, the specific organic livestock prac=ces will be 
elaborated upon in a later sec=on (“2.2.3. Specific organic prac=ces for livestock”) which will highlight 
key elements of organic livestock related prac=ces. 

 
In addi=on, organic farmers need to submit another applica=on, specific for organic farming 

support. The applicant must have no=fied the administra=on of their organic produc=on ac=vity (as 
described in chapter “2.2.1. The organic cer=fica=on”) no later than December 31 of the year 
preceding the first year of the commitment (Walloon Decree, 2022; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
Addi=onally, organic farmers need to adhere to the prac=cal methods of organic agriculture 

broadly described under the regula=on (EU) 2018/848 and of course be cer=fied (Regula=on (EU) No 
848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 2115, 2021; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). The organic farming 
methods vary between every farm type. The organic farming prac=ces in scope of the thesis will be 
described in the segment “2.2.3. Specific organic prac=ces for livestock”. 
 
The Areas 
 

The financial support is granted for plot areas that fall under de defini=on of agricultural area of 
ar=cle 4, §3, of regula=on (EU) 2021/2115 (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023): ”Agricultural land shall 
be determined in such a way as to comprise arable land, permanent crops, and permanent grassland 
(…). The term “arable land”, “permanent crops”, and “permanent grassland” shall be further specified 
by Member States within the following framework: (a) “Arable land” shall be land cul=vated for crop 
produc=on or areas available for crop produc=on (…). (b) “Permanent crops” shall be non-rota=onal 
crops, other than permanent grassland and permanent pastures, that occupy the land for five years or 
more and that yield repeated harvests (…) (c) “Permanent grassland” and “permanent pastures” 
(together referred to as “permanent grassland”) shall be land that is used to grow grasses or other 
herbaceous forage naturally (…) that have not been included in the crop rota=on of the holding for five 
years (…)”. 

 
To receive the base payments for both conven=onal and organic farmers, (in addi=on to being 

considered an ac=ve farmer and having the right of payment as described in the last sec=on) the plots 
need be located in Wallonia and need to respect the minimum area of an agricultural plot in Belgium 
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(one hectare) (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023; Public Service Wallonia (SPW), 2024). One hectare 
of registered and eligible land grants one unit of base payment (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023; 
Public Service Wallonia (SPW), 2024). 

 
Addi=onally, to benefit from organic financial aids, the plot areas must also be organically 

cer=fied (cfr. to “2.2.1. The organic cer=fica=on” and to “2.2.3. Specific organic prac=ces for livestock”) 
(Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 2115, 2021; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 
Other criteria specific to organic livestock farmers 
 

To ensure the organic financial support is not granted to livestock farmers that do not 
meaningfully produce goods, an addi=onal criterion specific for the organic financial support 
concerning the category of grassland and pastures exists (the category will be described later): the 
farmer needs to have at least 0,6 LU (Livestock Unit or Unité Gros Bétail, “UGB”) per ha of plots 
dedicated to fodder and grassland. If the farmer cannot meet this requirement, the organic financial 
support for the category grasslands is prorated to the actual LU/ha (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023).  

 
Please find in the appendix 5 a table of all the corresponding LU (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 

2023, p.884). 
 

Moreover, the organic farmer needs to commit to a minimum of five years without interrup=on 
and will be granted, addi=onal support for conversion (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 
Overview of the various aid figures specific to organic and conven0onal livestock farmers 
 

The following figures are sourced from the Strategic CAP Plan of Wallonia (2023) but merged in 
a self-created table.  The following table has the purpose of giving a broad overview of aids that can 
be linked to livestock farming. Addi=onal details and reasoning of key aids will be described ager. 
 

Financial year 2024 
Civil year 2023 

 

Conven0onal 
(amounts granted yearly) 

Organic 
(amounts granted yearly) 

 
Base payments 

 

 
113,64€/ha (degressively based on brackets) 

 
Redistribu=on payments 

 

 
143€/ha (for the first 30ha) 

 
Livestock support 

 
178€/female meat camle (minimum of 10 but capped at 

145 animals), 25€/dairy cow (minimum of 10 but capped 
at 50 animals), 150€/hybrid camle (minimum of 10 but 
capped at 100 animals), 27€/ovine (minimum of 30 but 

capped at 400 animals) 
 

 
 

Organic maintenance aid 

 
 

N/A 

 
For grassland and fodder 

crop 
0 to 60ha: 220€/ha 
Over 60ha: 132€/ha 
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Organic conversion aid 

(In addi=on to the organic 
maintenance aid) 

 

 
 

N/A 

 
For grassland and fodder 

crop 150€/ha 

 
Vulnerable zone aid 

(In addi=on to both organic aids 
above) 

 

 
 

N/A 

For grassland and fodder 
crop 

0 to 60ha: 40€/ha 
over 60ha: 24€/ha 

 
 

Young farmer support 
(aged less than 40 years +364 days) 

 
First 50 ha: 140€/ha 

Following 50 to 100 ha: 80€/ha 
 

 
Eco-schemes: 

Long-term soil coverage 
 
 

 
Threshold of entry: 15€/ha 

Intermediate threshold: 30€/ha 
Op=mal threshold: 45€/ha 

 
 

Eco-schemes: 
Environmentally friendly crops 

 

 
380€/ha or 440€/ha depending on crop variants 

 
Eco-schemes: 

Ecological networking 
 

 
Base amount: 350€/ha but adjusted based on a coefficient 

depending on the crop 
 

 
Eco-schemes: 

Input reduc=on 
 

 
80€/ha 

N/A: pes=cide reduc=on is 
inherently not compa=ble 

with organic farming 
 

 
Eco-schemes: 

Permanent grassland condi=onal on 
livestock density 

 

 
A base of 40€/ha 

Addi=onally, 18€ to 68€ depending on livestock density 

 
Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
Keeping of endangered local breeds  

 

 
200€/endangered camle breed 
40€/endangered ovine breed 

 
Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
Adapted parcels 

 

 
1 600€/ha 

 
Not combinable with 

organic payments 

 
Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
High nature value grassland 

 

 
470€/ha 

Or 250€/ha if the plot is also covered under “Natura 2000” 
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Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
Natural grassland 

 

 
 

220€/ha 

 
Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
Grassed plot borders 

 

 
 

1 100€/ha 

 
Not combinable with 

organic payments 

 
Agri-Environmental and climate 

schemes (“AECS”): 
Legover standing cereal 

 
2 400€/ha: Minimum of 0,5ha and maximum of 10ha total 

area and a minimum of 0,02ha to 0,5ha maximum, with 
100 meters of separa=on between standing cereal 

 
 

Agri-Environmental and climate 
schemes (“AECS”): 
Fodder autonomy 

 
60€/ha if the eligible area is under 1,4 LU/ha 
30€/ha if the eligible area is under 1,8LU/ha 

 
 

 
Natura 2000 

 
460€/ha 

Or 1 200/ha 

 
Not combinable with 

organic payments 
 

 
Investment aids:  

Support for produc0ve investments 
in agricultural holdings 

 
 

 
Base amount: 10% 

  In addi=on, various other 
elements but can never 

exceed 40%. 
 

 
Same as conven=onal 

But addi=onally:  
+2,5% if in conversion to 

organic, 
+2,5% if a part of the ac=vity 

is organic, 
+5% if en=rely organic 

 
 

Investment aids: 
Support for non-produc0ve 

investments in agricultural holdings 
 

 
Up to 100% of the “non-produc=ve investment” and at a 

maximum 30 000€ 

 
Figure 1: Table illustra=ng the different aids that may apply to livestock farming (the table is self-

created with data sourced from the CAP Strategic Plan of Wallonia (2023)). 
 
 

The general idea of these farming aids is to incen=vise farmers to adopt farming prac=ces that 
are in line with the overall objec=ves of the CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia (2023) which are heavily 
skewed towards environmental protec=on, restora=on and the support of smaller family farms. 
However, the constraints imposed by the prac=ces result in financial losses for the farmers. Thus, aids 
are granted to compensate, en=rely or partly, the occurring financial losses (CAP Strategic Plan 
Wallonia, 2023). 
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The aids fall into one of the following categories: direct payments, organic aids, aids linked to 
the ac=vity, eco-schemes, agri-environmental and climate schemes (“AECS”), and investment aids. 
However, only key aids in scope of the objec=ve of the thesis will be described in detail hereager as to 
not clumer unnecessarily the literature review. 
 
Direct payments 
 

Base payments play a key role in reducing income dispari=es between farmers and non-farmers 
(dispari=es are not en=rely covered because of budget constraints and the existence of other aids), 
offering financial stability par=cularly during extended periods of low market prices, and promote the 
redirec=on of support to small and medium sized farms with degressive payments and caps based on 
total granted aids (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023).  

 
With a base amount of 113,64€/ha, the payments are progressively reduced based on the total 

amount of base payments; 30% reduc=on for the bracket between 60 000€ and 75 000€, 85% 
reduc=on for the bracket between 75 000€ and 100 000€, and 100% reduc=on over 100 000€. (CAP 
Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). The first bracket is es=mated, between 2023 and 2026, to impact 5 
farms, the second 6 farms and the last bracket only 1 farm (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

Redistribu=on payments aim to support smaller farms as these payments have a posi=ve impact 
on farms of 30ha and 30ha to 60ha of u=lizable farmland. It is important to note that these payments 
reduce the overall available budget for the base payments (hence the term “redistribu=on”) and 
therefore have a nega=ve impact on larger farms (and a minor impact on very small farms) (CAP 
Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023).  

 
Considering that in 2019, the median u=lizable farmland in Wallonia is 43,98ha, the majority of 

farms will benefit from these aids. Moreover, 39% of farms smaller than 30ha are livestock-related, 
thus meaning a significant por=on of these aids will benefit those farms (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 
2023). 

 
Young farmer supports (for farmers less than 41 years old) play an important role in amrac=ng 

young farmers and developing their farming ac=vi=es. The agricultural sector seems to face severe 
demographic challenges as the popula=on is the oldest among all sectors and transmission rates of 
farms are low (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). Moreover, young farmers tend to have significantly 
higher levels of debt. Yet, their ac=vi=es are managed more efficiently but their income remains below 
that of farmers over the age of 41. Excluding CAP subsidies, the income disparity amounts to 
approximately 160€/ha whereas the aids amount to 140€/ha for the first 50ha and 80€/ha for the 
following 50 to 100ha (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 
Organic aids 
 

The following interven=ons are granted to organic farmers (at least a five-year commitment) 
that apply organic farm prac=ces as defined in regula=on (EU) 2018/848 and addressed in “2.2.3. 
Specific organic prac=ces for livestock”. Organic farming drives farm autonomy and plays a key role in 
environmental protec=on, restora=on, climate change, water quality and biodiversity, and thus aligns 
strongly with the objec=ves of the CAP (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

Organic maintenance aids compensate the revenue losses and cost increases occurring by 
applying organic prac=ces. However, es=ma=ons of the Public Service Wallonia in the strategic plan 
indicate that the aids (for grassland and fodder crop i.e. concerning livestock) of 220€/ha (for the first 
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60ha) and 132€/ha (over 60ha) only compensate 88% and 53% of the losses respec=vely (CAP Strategic 
Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

Organic conversion aids are of key importance. During the conversion period, the farmer is 
under organic constraints (revenue losses and cost increases) but cannot market his products as 
organic (Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018) and therefore loses out, addi=onally, on the organic price 
premia. The es=mated monetary losses from an organic farm in conversion compared to one in 
maintenance is of 200€/ha. Yet, the aids granted for conversion are 150€/ha and thus cover only 75% 
of the losses (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

Vulnerable zone aids are granted addi=onally to organic farms that are located in so called 
vulnerable zones. Vulnerable zones are defined as zones that significantly lack organic agricultural 
ac=vity, resul=ng in a severe impact on the environment and especially water quality in those areas 
(CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). The vulnerable zones in Wallonia are split as follows:  
 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Vulnerable zones coloured in green in Wallonia in 2019 (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023, 

p.872) 
 

As illustrated in green on figure 2, the zones deemed vulnerable cover approximately more than 
70% of the total agricultural area of Wallonia, yet account for only 30% of organic agricultural area. In 
other words, organic agriculture is concentrated in non-vulnerable zones (yellow on figure 2) where 
organic ac=vity approximately accounts for 20% of total agricultural ac=vity, while in vulnerable zones 
it only represents 5% (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). This is precisely shown in the following figure 
3. 
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Figure 3: Importance of organic agriculture in Wallonia in 2019 (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023, 
p.873) 

 
Figure 3 illustrates the percentage of organic agricultural ac=vity; where the colour white 

represents less than 1%, light grey between 1% and 5%, grey 5% to 10%, light green 10% and 20%, 
green 20% and 30% and dark green more than 30% (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

In essence, addi=onal aids are granted to these vulnerable zones to incen=vise farmers to adopt 
organic prac=ces and thus rebalance the dispropor=onate organic area distribu=on and enhance the 
lacking environmental protec=on in those areas (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 
Aids linked to the produc0on 
 

Livestock support is one of the sectorial financial aids granted based on the type of livestock and 
the applying constraints i.e. a minimum and maximum number of animals (cfr. to figure 1). Walloon 
livestock related produc=on is interconnected with employment, environmental (unusable land for 
crops can s=ll be used by livestock to produce goods as well as lower carbon emissions compared to 
arable land), cultural and societal benefits (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
To begin with, the financial aids are targeted towards bovine meat as it is one of the major 

agricultural produc=ons in Wallonia and is linked to numerous employments cascading directly from 
its produc=on (slaughterhouses, wholesalers, distribu=on…) (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
However, because of lacking revenues, camle herds are decreasing year ager year and are thus at risk 
of disappearing gradually from the Walloon territory, impac=ng the en=re value chain nega=vely (CAP 
Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

In addi=on, dairy cows are also targeted with sectorial aids. The dairy sector is of key importance 
in the Walloon landscape. Generally, Walloon dairy farmers are self-sufficient in terms of livestock 
feed/fodder but are therefore exposed to climate vola=lity, leading to a lack of feed for the cows and 
thus a need to supply the feed externally, exponen=ally increasing costs (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 
2023). Moreover, the actual salary of a dairy farmers is severely behind the minimum rate of an 
eighteen-year-old normal labourer. When translated to euros per 100 litres of milk (€/100L of milk), 
the difference between farmer income and labourer is of 2,9€/100L of milk, requiring thus an 
es=mated aid of 197€ per dairy cow per year. However, the actual aids granted to dairy farmers are 
25€ per dairy cow (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
Furthermore, aids granted for hybrid camle (i.e. meat and dairy) have a similar jus=fica=on and 

descrip=on as meat camle and dairy cows (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
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Finally, to encourage diversifica=on and further develop the yearly growth, financial support is 

also granted to ovine livestock. Indeed, this type of livestock synergies well with bovine farms (revenue 
diversifica=on) but also with crop produc=on as normally unexploitable fodder resources (e.g. ager 
crop harvest) can be used by ovine livestock (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
Eco-schemes 
 

Eco-schemes are measures to specifically encourage further environmentally friendly prac=ces 
(CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). Within the scope of this thesis, only one of the eco-schemes, 
which is considered the most relevant to livestock, has been chosen for further descrip=on. In fact, the 
following echo-scheme is granted to approximately 80% of all livestock farms in Wallonia (CAP 
Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

The permanent grassland condi=onal on livestock density aid is twofold. The first part of the 
financial support encourages the preserva=on and protec=on of grasslands and heavily limits 
phytosanitary product use (a few excep=ons exist for very specific and limited use cases). The base 
support of the first part is 40€/ha of grassland (a minimum of 0,6 LU/ha of fodder and grassland is 
required) (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 

 
The second part of this eco-scheme focuses on promo=ng lower livestock unit (LU) density per 

hectare of grassland and fodder crop area. Without men=oning the posi=ve environmental impact 
(water quality, air quality and greater soil biodiversity), lowering LU density also encourages higher 
levels of feed/fodder autonomy and therefore enhances resilience of farms when facing droughts, 
leading to a lower autonomous feed/fodder produc=on. Moreover, this second part of the aid scales 
degressively with LU density i.e. financial support increases the lower the LU density. As an example, 
68€ per hectare of grassland is granted if the LU per hectare of fodder and grassland is between 0,6 
and 2, whereas 18€/ha of grassland is granted if the LU/ha of fodder and grassland is between 2,8 and 
3. However, reducing LU density leads to inevitable revenue loss which this aid is meant to 
compensate, though not fully (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
 

Please find in the appendix 5 a table of all the corresponding LU (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 
2023, p.884). 

 
Agri-environmental and climate schemes (“AECS”) 
 

For the AECS, fodder autonomy has been chosen as the most relevant for the thesis.  Indeed, 
the CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia (2023) as well as the later interviews of macro actors emphasise the 
importance of feed/fodder autonomy. Addi=onally, the CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia (2023) also 
men=ons that this aid will impact most of the livestock farms in the Walloon region. 
 

Fodder autonomy financial support has a very similar objec=ve to the lamer eco-scheme i.e. 
promo=ng the reduc=on of LU density and therefore enhancing the autonomy, resilience and 
environmental impact of livestock farms. While similar, there is a difference between the eco-scheme 
and the AECS; the AECS emphasizes further (and solely) on the autonomy of farm fodder by 
constraining addi=onally the LU density/ha (60€/ha or 30€/ha of grassland if LU density/ha of fodder 
and grassland is less than 1,4 or 1,8 respec=vely). However, the es=mated loss of the density reduc=on 
is not fully compensated by the financial support (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023). 
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2.2.3. Specific organic prac7ces for livestock 

As men=oned earlier, the livestock analysed in this thesis are of bovine and ovine type as they 
represent the majority of livestock farms in Wallonia (FADN Public Database, 2022; CAP Strategic Plan 
Wallonia, 2023). This segment is presented in a self-created, self-explanatory table format in order to 
structure and illustrate the informa=on comprehensively and succinctly. 

 
 

 Bovine 
 

Ovine 

 
Organic 
conversion 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018) 

Simultaneous whole farm conversion 
(animals and grassland/fodder):  
• 2 years if the animals are only fed 

with own farm produce or organic 
feed 

 
Non-organic animals can be 
introduced in fully organic farms with 
a conversion of: 
• 12 months for meat bovine but at 

least 75% of their life=me under 
fully organic farms 

• 6 months for dairy cows 
 
Plots or plots newly introduced: 
• 2 years for grassland and fodder 

crop plots 

Simultaneous whole farm conversion 
(animals and grassland/fodder):  
• 2 years if the animals are only fed 

with own farm produce or organic 
feed 

 
Non-organic animals can be 
introduced in fully organic farms with 
a conversion of: 
• 6 months for ovine (dairy) 

 
 
 
 
Plots or plots newly introduced: 
• 2 years for grassland and fodder 

crop plots 
 
 

 
Acquisi=on of 
livestock 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018) 

Establishment of the first herd: 
• Already organic livestock 
• If unavailability of organic livestock: 

non-organic camle aged less than 6 
months (reproduc=ve purposes 
only) are allowed 

 
Expansion or renewal of the herd: 
• With organic livestock 
• If unavailability of organic livestock: 

non-organic heifer (bovine that 
have not given birth) up to a 
maximum of 10% of total livestock 
are allowed (reproduc=ve 
purposes) 

• If unavailability of organic livestock 
and if the farm has less than 10 
bovines, the number of non-organic 
heifer is limited to 1 per year 

• The percentage of the previous two 
constraints may be increased to 
40% if there is an inten=on of: (a) 

Establishment of the first herd: 
• Already organic livestock 
• If unavailability of organic livestock: 

non-organic ovine aged less than 
60 days (reproduc=ve purposes 
only) are allowed 

 
Expansion or renewal of the herd: 
• With organic livestock 
• If unavailability of organic livestock: 

non-organic ewe lamb (ovine that 
have not given birth) up to a 
maximum of 20% of total livestock 
are allowed (reproduc=ve 
purposes) 

• If unavailability of organic livestock 
and if the farm has less than 5 
ovines, the number of non-organic 
ewe lamb is limited to 1 per year 

• The percentage of the previous two 
constraints may be increased to 
40% if there is an inten=on of: (a) 
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significant herd expansion, (b) 
replacing animal breeds, (c) new 
specialisa=on of the herd 

• For strictly reproduc=ve purposes, 
non-organic breeding bulls can be 
acquired 

• Non-organic animals need to be 
raised organically and need to be 
kept separately or be iden=fiable 
un=l conversion 
 

significant herd expansion, (b) 
replacing animal breeds, (c) new 
specialisa=on of the herd 

• For strictly reproduc=ve purposes, 
non-organic breeding ram can be 
acquired 

• Non-organic animals need to be 
raised organically and need to be 
kept separately or be iden=fiable 
un=l conversion 

 
Animal breeds 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018) 
 

• Animal breed selec=on should be done regarding their ability to adapt to 
environmental condi=ons, vitality, resistance to diseases, and their 
maternal quali=es (e.g. sufficient milk produc=on).  

• Na=ve races are recommended 
• Avoidance of breeds that promote difficult births requiring a caesarean 

(e.g. Belgian Blue (bovine), Texel Culard (ovine)) 
 

 
Animal health and 
veterinary  
interven=ons 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018) 
 

Focus on preven=ve measures (prophylaxis): 
• Selec=ng resistant animal breeds 
• Adapted herd management that avoid possible contamina=on 
• High quality nutri=on adapted to the needs of the livestock (e.g. age, sex…)  
• Livestock density and shelter (enough space, good hygiene…) 
• Preven0ve use of veterinary drugs (e.g. an=bio=cs, synthe=c drugs) are 

forbidden 
• Growth hormones or any other hormone altering substances are strictly 

forbidden 
 
Veterinary interven=ons: 
• If an animal is diseased or injured, immediate medical amen=on is required 

to limit animal suffering 
• Phyto therapeu=c and/or homeopathic treatments are favoured 
• If Phyto therapeu=c and homeopathic treatments are inappropriate, using 

synthe=c drugs and an=bio=cs is allowed if it has a real therapeu=c effect 
for the animal 

• Animals treated more than three =mes in twelve months with an=bio=cs 
and/or synthe=c drugs, or treated once if the animal is less than one year 
old, aren’t considered organic anymore and thus need to undergo 
conversion as described in a previous segment 

• Caesareans should be kept to a minimum (no more than 20% of births for 
bovine) as it requires an=bio=c and synthe=c drug interven=on 
 

 
Shelter and 
animal welfare 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 464, 2020; 
Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018) 
 
 

• The design of the buildings (insula=on, hea=ng and ven=la=on) must 
ensure: 

• Air circula=on, dust levels, temperature, rela=ve humidity, and gas 
concentra=on must be adequate and not harmful to the animals 

• A clean and dry res=ng area, without slamed floors, covered with bedding 
(straw or other natural materials suitable for organic farming 

• Adequate ven=la=on and abundant natural ligh=ng 



 30 

 • Easy access to food and water distribu=on (sufficient numbers of drinkers 
and feeders) 

• A smooth, however non slippery solid surface (packed earth, concrete, etc.) 
with a maximum of 50% grids or slamed floors 

• Cages, boxes and enclosures with slamed floors are strictly forbidden 
• The overall livestock density does not exceed 170kg of organic nitrogen per 

year per hectare of farm surface 
• A minimum indoor and outdoor net available area per animal is required 

 
Feed and nutri=on 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 464, 2020; 
Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018; 
Regula=on (EU) 
No 1165, 2021) 

General feed and nutri=on: 
• At least 70% of the feed is self-produced 
• If the previous point is not possible; organic feed needs to be sourced in 

coopera=on with other organic farms in the region 
• Animals must have access to graze on grasslands/pastures whenever 

weather condi=ons permit 
• Animals must have access to outdoor areas during winter 
• The farming system needs to heavily u=lise grassland/pastures, depending 

on the availability of grazing land during the different periods of the year 
• At least 60% of the dry mamer in the daily ra=on must come from fodder 

(fresh, dried or ensiled) (can be decreased to 50% for a maximum of three 
months coun=ng from the beginning of lacta=on for dairy cows) 

• The feed needs to be organic 
• The feed cannot contain growth inducing substances 
• The feed cannot contain gene=cally modified organisms (“GMO”) 
• To meet nutri=onal needs, livestock feed can be supplemented with certain 

substances compliant with ar=cle 24 of regula=on (EU) 2018/848 and listed 
in regula=on (EU) 2021/1165 

Young animals: 
• Milk (preferably maternal milk) needs to be used for 90 days ager birth for 

bovine and 45 days for ovine 
• The milk cannot be synthe=c, nor can it be of vegetable nature 
 

 
Grassland and 
fodder produc=on 
(Regula=on (EU) 
No 848, 2018; 
Regula=on (EU) 
No 1165, 2021) 
 
 

Soil management and fer=liza=on: 
• Organic crop produc=on uses soil =llage (soil manipula=on by mechanical 

means) and cul=va=on prac=ces that preserve or increase organic mamer, 
improve soil stability and biodiversity and prevent soil compac=on as well 
as erosion 

• Crop rota=on is not needed for grassland and fodder produc=on 
• Fer=liza=on is done through livestock effluents (e.g. manure), preferably 

composted, which is required to be sourced from (any) organic livestock (a 
maximum of 170kg of nitrogen from effluents per year per hectare is 
allowed) 

• If the previous points do not suffice to meet the nutri=onal needs of the 
plants, substances compliant with ar=cle 24 of regula=on (EU) 2018/848 
and listed in appendix 1 and 2 of regula=on (EU) 2021/1165 can be used. 

• The use of mineral nitrogen fer=lizers is prohibited 
 
Pest and weed control: 
• Through natural predators 
• Mechanic/physical methods 
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• Biofumiga=on (natural chemical proper=es of certain plants (e.g. mustard, 
radish and broccoli) 

• Traps 
• Thermal processes such as surface soil steaming up to a maximum depth of 

10 cm 
• If previous points do not suffice, substances compliant with ar=cle 9 and 24 

of regula=on (EU) 2018/848 and listed in regula=on (EU) 2021/1165 may be 
used 

 
Figure 4: Table describing organic livestock farming prac=ces for bovine and ovine (self-crea=on using 

regula=ons (EU) as shown in the first column) 
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3. Economic, financial and managerial considera5ons 

3.1. Risk iden?fica?on, aversion and risk management strategies 

3.1.1. Risk aversion 

Organic farmers are consistently found to be less risk averse than their conven=onal 
counterparts (Acs et al., 2009; Flaten et al., 2005; Kallas et al., 2009; Läpple & Rensburg, 2011; 
Tzouramani et al., 2014). 

 
Risk aversion thus plays a significant role hindering the adop=on of organic farming. Indeed, 

farmers who are highly risk-averse require significantly more subsidies to overcome both economic 
and non-economic barriers to conversion (Acs et al., 2009). Addi=onally, the poten=al risks associated 
with adop=ng new farming technologies can make farmers hesitant to switch to organic systems 
(Läpple & Rensburg, 2011). Therefore, organic farmers tend to be risk acceptant regarding the 
produc=on challenges of organic prac=ces (Tzouramani et al., 2014). 

  
In addi=on, research suggests that farm-specific factors also influence risk tolerance and 

adop=on rates. Farmers who are more incline to take risks, new farm managers, have secondary 
economic ac=vi=es, or operate small and diversified farms in less favoured areas are more likely to 
adopt organic farming (Kallas et al., 2009). Nevertheless, country-specific triggers, such as differences 
in total gross margins between organic and conven=onal farming suggest a localized nature of 
adop=on incen=ves as they may change based on the country (Musshoff & Hirschauer, 2008). For 
Belgium, such country-specific triggers have not been explored in the literature as of yet.  

 

3.1.2. Risk iden7fica7on 

Produc0on risk 
 
To begin with, produc=on risk is mainly linked to the variability of farm output (Tiedemann & 

Latacz-Lohmann, 2013).  Produc=on risk associated to weather, and climate are similar for both types 
of farms (Hanson et al., 2004; Labajova et al., 2022). Nevertheless, organic farmers rely on preven=ve 
measures to manage disease and pest risks as they lack access to quick chemical solu=ons. However, 
the reliance on chemicals may increase produc=on risk for conven=onal farms as pest may develop 
resistance to substances used in conven=onal systems (Hanson et al., 2004). 

 
Moreover, the literature suggests that a high source of produc=on risk in both farm types is the 

land (Gardebroek et al., 2010) and increases to the land (i.e. increased area) and labour inputs 
(Tiedemann & Latacz-Lohmann, 2013). To add to this, soil quality and farm management prac=ces are 
suggested to significantly influence produc=on risk for both organic and conven=onal farms 
(Gardebroek et al., 2010), while an addi=onal key hinderance for organic farmers is the respec=ve 
distance of supply and delivery points (Home et al., 2019). 
 
Input risk  
 

Access to capital is suggested to be a risk for organic farmers as banks ogen lack familiarity with 
organic farms and thus face difficul=es in assessing the creditworthiness of said farms which thereby 
makes it harder for organic farms to be granted financing for their ac=vi=es (Hanson et al., 2004). 
Besides, organic farms seem to be par=cularly vulnerable to declining farm infrastructures such as 
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machinery repairs and services as well as shortage of adequate labour and expensive agricultural land 
(Hanson et al., 2004). 
 
Organic marketplace risks   

 
Organic farmers face significant market risks due to the instability of price premia, which may 

even drop in some cases (Hanson et al., 2004; Labajova et al., 2022). Addi=onally, some stores may 
show limited interest in offering organic products which reduces market access for organic farmers. 
(Hanson et al., 2004). Furthermore, while conven=onal farming does not account for environmental 
costs, organic farming does capture these costs into its produc=on, resul=ng in higher prices. This may 
contribute to the percep=on some consumers have that organically produced goods are too expensive 
(Hanson et al., 2004). To add to this, as organic farmers are not allowed to market their products 
organically during the conversion period (Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018), their income is significantly 
lower during the transi=on resul=ng in an undeniable increase in risk (Kerselaers et al., 2007). 
 
Agricultural policy risks 

 
Research suggests that both organic and conven=onal farmers seem to iden=fy ins=tu=onal 

risks, especially linked to direct farm support payments and policies as their main concern (Flaten et 
al., 2005; Labajova et al., 2022). To add to this, Hanson et al. (2004, p.223) revealed that organic farms 
are exposed to risks related to “inconsistent interpreta=on of rules, uneven rule enforcement and grey 
areas” in the cer=fica=on system. Besides, conven=onal farmers especially emphasize risks associated 
with input costs and animal welfare policies, whereas organic farmers further underline the risks 
related to organic support payments, price premia and regula=ons (Flaten et al., 2005). 

 

3.1.3. Risk management strategies 

Farm managers 
 

As stated in the previous segment, farm management prac=ces and decisions significantly 
influence produc=on risk in both farm types (Gardebroek et al., 2010). Important risk management 
strategies for both organic and conven=onal farms involve financial management i.e. reducing 
produc=on cost (Tzouramani et al., 2014), disease preven=on (Flaten et al., 2005), insurance (Flaten et 
al., 2005; Tzouramani et al., 2014) and capital expenditures in machinery (Gardebroek et al., 2010). 
Moreover, more specifically aimed at organic farmers, farmer educa=on is suggested to be an 
important risk management tool (Gardebroek et al., 2010) as well as using advisors for agricultural and 
economic aspects before commi~ng fully to the organic transi=on (Tzouramani et al., 2014). 

 
Cultural prac0ces 
 

Produc=on diversifica=on as well as organic farming prac=ces inherently contribute to risk 
management by improving soil quality and increasing organic mamer, which hedges against some 
produc=on risks (Hanson et al., 2004).  Moreover, smaller sized organic farms allow farmers to manage 
risks more effec=vely (Hanson et al., 2004), which appears to be coherent given Tiedemann & Latacz-
Lohmann (2013)’s findings sugges=ng that increases in land area increases produc=on risk.  

 
Addi=onally, many farmers seem to rely on an observatory approach i.e. iden=fying and 

addressing problems before they escalate further, which in turn has a reduced effec=veness the larger 
the managed land (Hanson et al., 2004). 
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Marke0ng strategies 
 

Market risk management for organic farms can be achieved by diversifying commercial 
strategies and u=lising mul=ple market channels including community arrangements, farmers’ 
markets, small-scale markets and wholesale markets (Hanson et al., 2004). Furthermore, establishing 
strong rela=onships with local communi=es further support these ac=ons (Hanson et al., 2004). 
Moreover, organic farms may leverage par=cipa=on in coopera=ves to secure shelf space in stores 
which enhances their visibility and compe==veness in the marketplace (Hanson et al., 2004). 
 
Mutual support 

 
An addi=onal risk management prac=ce revealed by Hanson et al. (2004) are support networks 

among organic farmers, where labour force, machinery, informa=on and ideas are shared. While these 
support networks enhance resource efficiency, they also provide a pla�orm for collec=ve lobbying in 
order to advocate for organic farm interests (Hanson et al., 2004). Strong as well as diverse network, 
local supply chains and communi=es surrounding farm ac=vi=es are thus of great importance 
(Darnhofer et al., 2005; Filippini et al., 2020; Hanson et al., 2004; Home et al., 2019). 

 

3.2. Consumer preferences and willingness to pay 

To begin this segment, it is important to note that organic retail sales diverge heavily in Europe, 
as illustrated in the following figure: 

 

 
 

Figure 5: European organic retail sales by country in 2022 (“The World of Organic Agriculture 
Sta=s=cs and Emerging Trends 2024”, FiBL & IFOAM Organics Interna=onal, 2024, p.207) 
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As shown in figure 5, Belgium retail sales of organic products are significantly lacking behind 

most other European, and especially bordering countries (Germany, France and Netherlands). The two 
subsequent parts will describe the drivers and obstacles of organic food demand. 

 

3.2.1. The drivers of organic product demand 

To begin with, European consumers highly value the organic products and labels (Cubero 
Dudinskaya et al., 2021). Yet, it is important to note that the market share of organic food varies 
significantly across countries, not only because of food culture and cultural environmental concern but 
also factors such as the efficacy of distribu=on systems and price premia demanded for organic 
products (Thøgersen, 2010). Indeed, the efficiency and maturity of a country’s market channels (e.g. 
supermarkets and farmers’ markets) as well as to which extend and how early organic foods have been 
promoted are crucial drivers of demand as this enhances accessibility, visibility and lowers prices 
(Thøgersen, 2010). 

 
Furthermore, a key driver of organic demand are the health aspects (e.g. no pes=cides or 

hormone use) (Hughner et al., 2007),  environmental concerns (although to a lesser extent than health 
aspects) (Hughner et al., 2007) including carbon footprint (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021) and 
concerns over animal welfare (to a lesser extent that the lamer) (Hughner et al., 2007). Besides, some 
consumers are willing to pay for even more ethical amributes beyond organic standards, such as animal 
welfare and regional produc=on. However, these prac=ces incur added costs which may further 
reduces compe==veness (Zander & Hamm, 2010). 

 
Moreover, organic products are ogen perceived by consumers to be produced locally by smaller 

family-owned farms (even if it is not the case) (Hughner et al., 2007). Besides, consumers are highly 
favourable of the idea of suppor=ng the local economy (Hughner et al., 2007). Indeed, beyond the 
organic products i.e. even for conven=onal products, a cri=cal driver for demand is the fact that the 
product is locally or regionally produced (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et al., 2020; Hughner 
et al., 2007; Janssen & Hamm, 2012). 
 

Addi=onally, concerning more specifically livestock products, the literature suggests that the 
label in itself plays substan=al role in consumer demand (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Janssen & 
Hamm, 2012). In fact, the second most important (locally produced being the first) amribute for 
European consumers is the organic label (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021). To add to this, trusted and 
well-known labels, clearly visible labels, and perceived strictness of organic standards as well as their 
surrounding control systems all increase consumer demand and generate higher price premia (Janssen 
& Hamm, 2012). Lastly, to further emphasize the local amribute, Janssen & Hamm (2012) suggest that 
local logos, may also be a crucial advantage to drive consumer demand for those products. 

 

3.2.2. The barriers of organic product demand 

Despite the posi=ve a~tude consumers have towards organic food, high prices are the main 
obstacle that limit consumer demand for those products (Hughner et al., 2007). While conven=onal 
farming does not reflect the true environmental cost associated with the products, organic farming 
incorporates these costs and is, as a result, ogen perceived as overly expensive by consumers, which 
leads to a compe==ve disadvantage compared to conven=onal products (Darnhofer, 2010; Filippini et 
al., 2020). Nevertheless, the price premia of organic products are vital for organic farmers to 
supplement their incomes and reduce their dependency on direct support payments (Läpple & 
Rensburg, 2011). 
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Moreover, other elements decreasing consumer demand for organic products highlighted in the 
literature are the lack of overall availability and inconvenience, insufficient marke=ng, scep=cism of 
the organic label and cosme=c defects which have a higher chance of occurring in organic products. 
(Hughner et al., 2007). Some researchers also suggest that due to recent growths, organic market 
satura=on may arise in the near future which would limit sales growth (Grovermann et al., 2021). 

 
Lastly, beyond the organic and conven=onal debate, it is also suggested that current media has 

an impact on livestock related products by nega=vely affec=ng consumers’ opinions. In fact, the 
posi=ve side of the livestock industry (e.g. the fact that humans cannot extract value from grassland 
without livestock, protein produc=on, cultural richness of a region) is ogen neglected by the media, 
while nega=ve aspects are highlighted (Hocqueme et al., 2018). 

 

3.3. Farm profit 

3.3.1. Defining farm profit 

Mul=ple ways exist to assess economic performance of farms. Nevertheless, profit is widely 
recognized as a key indicator of economic success (Offermann & Nieberg, 2000). To have a uniform 
understanding of the profit and loss accounts (the “P&L”) of farms, Offermann & Nieberg (2000) 
suggest basing the accoun=ng elements on the Farm Accountancy Data Network (the “FADN”). Indeed, 
the FADN is frequently used in the literature for various economic and financial studies of European 
farms (Acs et al., 2009; Canavari et al., 2022; Czubak et al., 2021; Diederen et al., 2003; Grovermann 
et al., 2021; Kremmydas et al., 2023; Offermann & Nieberg, 2000; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023; 
Kerselaers et al., 2007). 

 
To begin with, the broad structure of farm profit can be illustrated as follows:  
 

 
 

 
Figure 6: Components of farm profit (“Economic performance of organic farms in Europe”, Offermann 

& Nieberg, 2000, p.11) 
 
 As shown in figure 6, the profit structure of farms does not diverge significantly from a general 
business. Nevertheless, while the general structure is similar, the FADN uses “Farm Net Income” or 
“Family Farm Income” as an indicator of remunera=on amributed to the fixed factors of produc=on 
strictly belonging to the family and the risks taken (FADN Public Database, 2022). The following figure 
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illustrates the composi=on of said Family Farm Income from Offermann & Nieberg (2000)’s work which 
bases itself on the FADN: 

 
 

Figure 7: Family farm income (“Economic performance of organic farms in Europe”, Offermann & 
Nieberg, 2000, p.8) 

 
However, to narrow down the most appropriate P&L structure for the Walloon landscape, the 

following illustra=on is based on a database provided specifically for this thesis by the Walloon 
Direc=on de l’Analyse Economique Agricole (the “DAEA”), providing thus the most accurate P&L 
representa=on of Walloon livestock farms (nonetheless, it is important to note that the FADN bases its 
calcula=ons for Wallonia on the DAEA database (DAEA, personal communica=on, October 30, 2024)): 

 
 

Figure 8: P&L structure of Walloon livestock farms (Self-crea=on based on the database provided by 
the DAEA, 2025)  
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3.3.2. Income 

As shown in figure 8 the income of Walloon livestock farms consists of revenue from crop sales 
and revenue from livestock related sales. The Gross opera=ng surplus shown in figure 8 is generally 
used to measure the performance of farms in the Walloon context (Interview of macro-actor 2, 2024). 

 
Besides, an important aspect which has been highlighted in the literature of organic farms is the 

opportunity of receiving higher price premia from the sales of their products. Indeed, as briefly 
men=oned before, these price premia are key for the organic farms to be less dependent on direct 
support payments and to complement their incomes (Läpple & Rensburg, 2011) while also being 
cri=cal for the development of organic produc=on as a whole (Fairweather, 1999).  

 
Organic farms are suggested to have the poten=al to be significantly more profitable (Crowder 

& Reganold, 2015; Koppenberg, 2023; Kerselaers et al., 2007) due to higher markups than conven=onal 
farms (Koppenberg, 2023), with breakeven premia poten=ally being far lower than premia received 
(Crowder & Reganold, 2015) while in addi=on being generally more profitable in the long run (Acs et 
al., 2007; Grovermann et al., 2021). Although, there is evidence that the price premia seem to be 
nega=vely exposed to factors such as the presence of large food retailers and mul=na=onal retail 
chains (Koppenberg, 2023), it is thus within reason to assume that compe==on using economies of 
scale (such as large food retailers) may indirectly pressure organic producers to lower their prices. 

 
However, the core issues related to income of organic farms are twofold. The first issue of 

organic farming is their lower yield and feed use efficiency compared to conven=onal farms (Crowder 
& Reganold, 2015; Gaudaré et al., 2021; Reganold & Wachter, 2016). The second issue is the 
conversion period. Indeed, to have access to the high price premia, the organic farm has to first 
“survive” the two-year conversion period, where the farmer is constraint by the lower yield but cannot 
market the products as organic (Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018) and thus cannot generate any price 
premia (Acs et al., 2007).  

 
In addi=on, the only relevant paper analysing organic Belgian livestock farms confirms that the 

conversion issue is also existent in Belgium (Kerselaers et al., 2007). Kerselaers et al. (2007) suggest 
that the transi=on period and its associated risks are key reasons for low conversion rates and support 
payments should thus focus on allevia=ng some economic pressure during that period.  

 
Moreover, Acs et al. (2007) have suggested that the learning curve and the lack of experience 

regarding organic prac=ces of the farmer during the conversion further influences the lower yield and 
income. Nevertheless, once the conversion period is over, farmers generally experience an increase in 
income (Kremmydas et al., 2023). 
 
Support payments and subsidies 

 
As already men=oned in segment “3.1.2. Risk iden=fica=on”, both conven=onal and organic 

farmers see ins=tu=onal risk i.e. risks linked to support payments as one of their primary risks (Flaten 
et al., 2005). 
 

Which is reasonable as support payments seem to be, on average, essen=al to achieve a level 
of profitability comparable to conven=onal farms (Offermann & Nieberg, 2000) and organic direct 
payments specifically play a key role in the financial viability of organic farms in Europe (Offermann & 
Nieberg, 2000; Stolze & Lampkin, 2009). Nevertheless, Stolze & Lampkin (2009) suggest that other 
support payments (i.e. other than organically linked) as well as market returns add more the total 
income of farms. 
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Furthermore, it has already been addressed in previous segments that the organic transi=on 
period is of cri=cal importance. Indeed, exis=ng literature emphasises that policies should aim to 
reduce financial strain during this phase, as the risks involved are a cri=cal reason for low conversion 
rates (Kerselaers et al., 2007; Kuminoff & Wossink, 2010).  

 
Besides, various policy tools, such as subsidies, pes=cide taxa=on, and mechanisms to stabilize 

output prices and yields can encourage farmers to transi=on, par=cularly those who are more risk-
averse and require greater financial incen=ves to overcome economic and non-economic hinderances 
(Acs et al., 2009). Although, financial aid can accelerate the conversion process (Pietola, 2001; Lohr & 
Salomonsson, 2000), it may not necessarily result in widespread adop=on (Lohr & Salomonsson, 2000).  

 
Addi=onally, research suggests a strong correla=on between high financial support and well-

performing farms (Giannakis & Bruggeman, 2015), whereas in some cases, exis=ng policies may 
uninten=onally make organic farming more appealing to lower-performing farms (Pietola, 2001). 
Giannakis & Bruggerman (2015) also suggest that financial support for the genera=onal transmission 
of farms may results in higher farm performance. 

 
Furthermore, investment aid mechanisms have been found to lead to increased land, increased 

labour resources and an increase in fixed assets, which results in a larger farm size and higher prac=cal 
efficiency of farms (Czubak et al., 2021). 

 

3.3.3. Cost 

Organic livestock farms face higher feed costs (when sourced externally) compared to 
conven=onal farms (Offermann & Nieberg, 2000). In addi=on, organic farming does incorporate 
externali=es (such as environmental protec=on, animal welfare and human health) into its cost 
structure, leading to higher produc=on expenses (Crowder & Reganold, 2015; Hanson et al., 2004; 
Premy et al., 2001). 

 
Moreover, the expenses related to conversion, coupled with uncertainty about future 

profitability, contribute to the low rate of organic adop=on among farmers (Kerselaers et al., 2007; 
Kuminoff & Wossink, 2010). Organic livestock produc=on also requires more land to match 
conven=onal produc=on (Gaudaré et al., 2021), but high land costs (Fairweather, 1999) and lower 
output per hectare (Gaudaré et al., 2021; Offermann & Nieberg, 2000) may create addi=onal 
challenges. As a result, high land prices may oblige farmers to adopt extensive conven=onal prac=ces 
instead of transi=oning to organic methods (Fairweather, 1999). 

 

3.4. Outputs and Inputs 

One of the primary challenges of organic livestock farms linked to outputs and inputs is its lower 
yield and feed-use efficiency compared to conven=onal farming prac=ces (Crowder & Reganold, 2015; 
Gaudaré et al., 2021; Reganold & Wachter, 2016; Shennan et al., 2017). Whereas the output per 
livestock unit is similar between conven=onal and organic farms, they starkly differ when measured 
per hectare due to lower yields of feed crops and livestock density requirements (Offermann & 
Nieberg, 2000). Indeed, organic livestock farms are suggested to have lower land-use efficiency 
(Mondelaers et al., 2009; Gaudaré et al., 2021; Offermann & Nieberg, 2000). But, while conven=onal 
farming remains more produc=ve in terms of overall food supply, it is at the expense of environmental 
protec=on (Crowder & Reganold, 2015). 
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In addi=on, farm output variability is also largely influenced by produc=on risks (addressed in 
“3.1.2. Risk iden=fica=on”) and as farm size and labour input increase, higher output fluctua=ons (i.e. 
risk) can be observed for both conven=onal and organic farms (Tiedemann & Latacz-Lohmann, 2013). 

 

4. Non-monetary considera5ons 

While financial incen=ves significantly influence whether farmer chose between conven=onal 
and organic farming (Pietola, 2001), farmers may addi=onally be constrained by the presence of non-
monetary factors (e.g. educa=on, experience, personal traits, access to markets) (Kremmydas et al., 
2023). Moreover, research indicate that some farmers may ques=on their decision to remain organic 
due to various circumstances, not limited to the economic aspects (Sahm et al., 2013). The FADN data 
base does not incorporate extra-monetary factors, resul=ng in a vast number of studies specifically 
focusing on the raw economic data having oversights stemming from non-monetary factors 
(Kremmydas et al., 2023). 

 
Furthermore, the literature suggests that conven=onal farmers falsely view organic farmers as 

not being geared towards produc=vity (Home et al., 2019) and while some farmers recognize that 
organic methods can generate price premia, others discredit its financial viability (Fairweather, 1999).  
Moreover, since there is social pressure on farmers to maintain high produc=vity, organic methods are 
seen as a hinderance (Home et al., 2019). As a result, and due to a lack of social peer networks as well 
as communica=on among farmers, a sense of division between conven=onal and organic farmers may 
develop (Home et al., 2019). It is indeed cri=cal to consider the importance of local support networks, 
easily accessible informa=on sources as well as the existence of local agricultural authori=es as they 
seem to enhance conversion rates (Kallas et al., 2009). 

 
To add to this, the literature indicates that organic conversions should not just focus on simple 

organic regulatory compliance but instead should be seen as produc=on strategy that enables 
addi=onal opportuni=es (Kerselaers et al., 2007). The farmers’ capacity to adapt their agricultural 
prac=ces to the specific organic requirements significantly influences the economic viability 
(Kerselaers et al., 2007). 

 
However, while various other factors influence the reluctance to convert e.g. the age of the 

farmer (the older the less likely) (Kallas et al., 2009) and, specifically for Belgium, the amachment to 
livestock breeds (such as the Belgian blue which requires caesarean births which poses challenges 
under organic constraints) (Kerselaers et al., 2007), some find the fulfilment of organically producing 
(Hanson et al., 2004) and preserving the environment (Kallas et al., 2009; Tzouramani et al., 2014) in 
itself to be enough of a mo=va=on. In addi=on, farmers who are knowledgeable, experienced, 
educated on organic methods as well as their a~tude towards organic farming are more likely to 
support organic produc=on (Genius et al., 2006; Sapbamrer & Thammachai, 2021; Serebrennikov et 
al., 2020; Wheeler, 2008). Nevertheless, peers are also suggested to influence farmers’ perspec=ves 
on organic systems, thus not having organic farmers in a peer network (or, reasonably assumed, in 
local communi=es) may not be ideal for adop=on rates (Canavari et al., 2022). 
 

Lastly, the presence of organic suppor=ve policies, reflec=ng thus the government’s and societal 
preferences, are suggested to encourage conven=onal farmers to adopt more sustainable responsible 
prac=ces (Lohr & Salomonsson, 2000). 
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5. Gap in the literature 

While the literature incorporates both qualita=ve and quan=ta=ve studies, it is heavily skewed 
towards the quan=ta=ve side and in need of qualita=ve insights to complement the raw data driven 
studies with non-monetary factors (Kremmydas et al., 2023). Addi=onally, relevant and recent 
literature is very limited, with even fewer sources (Kerselaers et al., 2007) for Belgium and none for 
Wallonia. 

 
Furthermore, whereas the CAP Strategic Plan of Wallonia (2023) studies the Walloon landscape 

of agriculture, it fails to see the interplay and synergies between poten=al key factors. Indeed, it 
addresses issues using blanked coverage support payments (jus=fying their use by merely “filling” the 
numerical differences and losses) based on quan=ta=ve date only, without seeing the interplay of 
numerous parameters that contribute to the difficul=es navigated by the farmers. While the 
consequences of the challenges are indeed reflected in the numbers, the causes and interac=ons 
remain, for the most part, invisible in their analysis. 

 
This present thus the opportunity to conduct a qualita=ve study (complemented by a 

quan=ta=ve part) which will enable a view through a fresh lens on the commercial and financial 
barriers of Walloon organic livestock farmers in order to provide an overview of poten=ally new 
leverage points on the issues for the involved stakeholders. 

 
The following chapter will describe the methodology used in detail. 

  



 42 

 
  



 43 

Methodology 

Ager the theore=cal aspects of the literature review, this chapter aims to outline the research 
design, data collec=on methods and analysis procedures used in this thesis. In addi=on, it also provides 
jus=fica=on for the choses methodologies and explains how they align with the research objec=ves. 

 

1. Research design and jus5fica5on 

 This study employs a mixed-method research design by integra=ng qualita=ve and quan=ta=ve 
approaches. The qualita=ve part will be conducted using semi-structured interviews (of agricultural 
macro-actors and Walloon livestock farmers), while the quan=ta=ve part will be realized by analysing 
a database provided by the DAEA. 

 
Furthermore, an abduc=ve approach will be used i.e. using both the induc=ve and deduc=ve 

reasoning. More specifically, the approach will be conducted as follows; the theory as well as the 
interviews of macro actors and the quan=ta=ve analysis of the database will be used to shape the 
problema=sa=on into hypothesises which are then inves=gated through qualita=ve data collec=on 
(interviews of farmers) and color-coded analysis.  

 
In other words, the qualita=ve analysis of macro-actors and the analysis of the database, as 

men=oned above, will be used to complement the theory. As a result, it will increase the relevance of 
the hypothesises and theory pieces for the Walloon livestock context. 

 
The qualita=ve analysis regarding the farmers is then used to inves=gate the hypothesises and 

answer the research ques=on. A color-coded thema=c analysis will be used to analyse the interviews. 
This approach offers great flexibility by adap=ng the interview guide to suit the needs of the thesis and 
facilitates an in-depth analysis for small sample sizes. However, it is important to note that by using 
this approach, the results cannot be applied as a generalisa=on of the situa=on. 

 

2. Popula5on and sampling 

2.1. Primary data 

The primary data is collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with figeen (n=15) 
key par=cipants to gain in-depth insights on the subject. The par=cipants are comprised of three (n=3) 
agricultural macro-actors to complement the establishment of hypothesises and twelve (n=12) 
Walloon livestock farmers. The interviews are conducted through Microsog Teams, Whatsapp or 
standard phone calls. It is important to note that the interviews were conducted in French to eliminate 
the language barrier, as a result the interview guide used was also in French.  

 
Please find in appendix 6 the interview guides used for the semi-structured interviews. 

 
The contact details of the farmers were obtained through the Banque Carrefour des Entreprises 

(NACE-BEL code 014, then manual filtering), general internet research or personal contacts. 
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Please find in appendix 7 a snapshot of a BCE contact research example 
 
An important factor for the interviews is amaining satura=on i.e. obtaining no new elements 

with addi=onal interviews. The satura=on is reached at around twelve (n=12) par=cipants (Guest et 
al., 2006), which is thus achieved with the number of farm par=cipants of the study. 

 

2.2. Secondary data 

The secondary data has been obtained through the DAEA, which provided a database containing 
accoun=ng data (balance sheet and P&L) and econometric data of 66 organic and 519 conven=onal 
Walloon livestock farmers over the span of three years (2021, 2022, 2023). The data will be analysed 
with the sogware Microsog Excel and R. 

 
Please find in appendix 8 a snapshot of the DAEA database 

 

3. Ethical considera5ons 

To ensure the adherence to ethical research principals and General Data Protec=on Regula=ons 
(GDPR), consent was obtained from all par=cipants while also ensuring anonymity and confiden=ality. 
To add to this, the database will be deleted permanently ager the comple=on of the study. 
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Development of the hypothesises 

Following the literature review and the jus=fica=on of the methodology, hypothesises will now 
be shaped using the theory while incorpora=ng a quan=ta=ve analysis of the database and qualita=ve 
insights of the macro actors. This will help tailor the hypothesises to the Walloon landscape. 

 

1. Quan5ta5ve insights from the database 

1.1. Farm size spread 

To begin with, it is useful to compare the size spread of farms of our database. A convenient 
indicator for this is the total amount of the balance sheet. This analysis will be done using boxplots. 
Please note that a binary value has been assigned to both farm types; 0 for conven=onal and 1 for 
organic. 

 
Figure 9: Farm size distribu=on (self-produc=on using the DAEA database and R) 

 
Figure 9 clearly indicates that conven=onal farmers in Wallonia are larger than organic farms. 

While the distribu=on of conven=onal farms is more spread out with a decent number of outliers, the 
size of organic farms is very narrowly distributed which indicates that organic farms are very similarly 
sized. This homogeneity in farm sizes is consistent with what is expected by the ins=tu=onal theory 
(addressed in the literature review) which indicates that due to ins=tu=onal pressures and the resul=ng 
isomorphisms, en==es become more and more similar which in turn, may decreases innova=on 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) (cfr. to segment “2. Ins=tu=onal theory and legal framework”). If all farms 
are similarly sized with similar opera=ons, market satura=on of organic products may be a 
consequence. 

 
Moreover, as there are a lot of outliers for conven=onal farms, one could argue that the 

following sta=s=cs should be done using the median instead of the mean. However, the median may 
cause oversimplifica=on of the data and may not capture cri=cally important economic insights. In 
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contrast, the mean reflects the economic reality bemer. As a result, the following segment is done using 
the mean. 

 
Hereager are the descrip=ve sta=s=cs of balance sheet weigh=ngs and P&L weigh=ngs (ver=cal 

analysis) as well as absolute mean values. 
 

1.2. Ver?cal Analysis of the balance sheet 

The ver=cal analysis of the assets and liabili=es is illustrated as a percentage of the total of the 
balance sheet. Absolute values were also included to help understand nuances. Please note that binary 
values have been assigned to the farm types; 0 for conven=onal and 1 for organic farmers. 

 
Figure 10: Ver=cal analysis of the Balance Sheet (Assets) (self-produc=on using the DAEA database 

and R) 
 

As shown in figure 9 and 10, organic farmers have significantly fewer total assets (“TA”), but they 
allocate a greater propor=on to land. Building and machine alloca=on are interes=ngly very similar, 
whereas conven=onal farmers allocate more to their livestock herds and have slightly more current 
assets. Considering that organic farmers have more stringent livestock density rules; a higher land and 
lesser herd alloca=on is coherent with the theory. 

 
In absolute values, conven=onal farmers own more land (even if they allocate a lesser 

percentage to it), more machinery and have a significantly higher herd value. This indicates a 
significantly more intensive and a larger farming model. Which is consistent with the theory. 

 

 
Figure 11: Ver=cal analysis of the Balance Sheet (Liabili=es) (self-produc=on using the DAEA 

database and R) 
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Figure 11 shows organic farmers allocate more of their total balance sheet to equity and less to 
debt when compared to conven=onal farmers which may indicate that do not want to take on 
addi=onal leverage as organic farming is inherently riskier. Besides, the subsidies perceived as well as 
the degree of short-term debt by both farm types are negligeable. 

 
In absolute values, the results indicate significantly lower scale of opera=on for organic farmers 

as invested capital in equity and leverage taken on from long-term debt are significantly higher for 
conven=onal farms, indica=ng an increased willingness to invest in their business and thereby pu~ng 
more capital at risk while also taking on addi=onal risk through leverage. 

 

1.3. Ver?cal Analysis of the P&L 

As men=oned in segment “3.3.2. Income” of the literature review, the gross opera=ng surplus 
(the “GOS”) is generally used to compare farm performance. For a reminder of the P&L structure, 
please refer to “3.3.1. Defining Farm Profit”. The ver=cal analysis of the P&L is addressed by comparing 
all entries of the P&L to the GOS. 

 
Figure 12: Ver=cal analysis of the P&L (revenue) (Self-produc=on using the DAEA Database) 

 
To begin with, the revenue propor=ons differ strongly for both farm types. Conven=onal farmers 

generate significantly higher revenue through both crop and livestock related sales. As this ra=o 
compares the revenue to the GOS, it suggests that organic farmers are heavily relying on aids to 
generate gross opera=ng surplus and thus supplement their income. 

 
Figure 13: Ver=cal analysis of the P&L (aids) (self-produc=on using the DAEA database and R) 

 
By looking at aids compared to the GOS, it indeed confirms the reliance on aids. As show in 

figure 13 the GOS of organic farmers is significantly more comprised of aids than that of conven=onal 
farmers.  

 
Interes=ngly, while uncoupled (“Uncoup”, not based on the type of ac=vity i.e. aids other than 

direct payments, livestock and organic related) as well as coupled aids (“Coup”, based on ac=vity i.e. 
livestock related) do not diverge significantly, the direct payment aids perceived by organic farmers are 
more than 60% of their GOS which is almost double than their conven=onal counterparts. As expected, 
organic aids are almost non-existent for conven=onal farmers whereas they represent 17% of the GOS 
for organic farmers. 
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Figure 14: Ver=cal analysis of the P&L (allocated opera=ng expenses) (self-produc=on using the 

DAEA database and R) 
 
As for the allocated opera=ng expenses, figure 14 illustrates that conven=onal farmers u=lize 

significantly more fer=lizer and phytosanitary substances. This is indeed consistent with the theory as 
organic farms are heavily constraint on fer=lizer (no chemicals) and especially phytosanitary usage.  

 
Surprisingly, the feed cost is much higher for conven=onal farmers, which may contradict some 

theory. However, on one hand, this may be due to a more intensive farming style for conven=onal 
farms and on the other hand, this suggests that organic farmers, at least in Wallonia, favour 
feed/fodder autonomy of their farms and may only supplement with external sources when needed. 

 
 Moreover, herd expenses being fairly higher for conven=onal farmers may be due to a freer 
use of supplements, veterinary interven=ons and chemical treatments for their livestock. 
 

 
Figure 15: Ver=cal analysis of the P&L (Unallocated opera=ng expenses) (self-produc=on using 

the DAEA database and R) 
 
Finally, while the unallocated expenses are very similar among both farm types, energy usage is 

slightly higher for conven=onal farms which may be due to a more intensive farming style. 
 

1.4. Profitability comparison 

 
Figure 16: Profitability indicators (self-produc=on using the DAEA database and R) 

 
The literature suggests that organic farmers are able to generate price premia. However, as 

shown in figure 16, the gross margin per bovine is around 20% lower for organic farmers. Moreover, 
conven=onal farmers have overall double the gross margin of organic farmers (aids are not included in 
the gross margin, cfr. to P&L structure in figure 8). While the difference in GOS is s=ll significantly in 
favour of conven=onal farms, the situa=on slightly improves due to the incorpora=on of the aids. The 
results suggest that the price premium generated by Walloon farmers (if any) may not be sufficient. 
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2. Qualita5ve insights from the macro-actors 

To further tailor our hypothesises to the Walloon landscape, interviews of agricultural macro-
actors have been conducted. The interviews were open discussions about several topics related to the 
subject (policies, subsidies, risk, economic and non-monetary factors). The advantages of interviewing 
through open discussions are the flexibility to explore diverse perspec=ves as well as ge~ng in-depth 
insights on the topic and having the possibility to do on-the-fly adap=on of ques=ons based on the 
interviewees’ exper=se and experience. 

 
The interviewed macro-actors were the following: the first, was an experienced consultant 

specialized in agricultural financial analysis, accoun=ng and tax, who is also a professor in agronomy in 
the Walloon region (the “macro-actor 1”). The second, was a bank employee with a whole career of 
experience solely in the agricultural banking sector, specialized in livestock (the “macro-actors 2”). The 
last macro actor was an employee of a vast organisa=on in Wallonia whose aim is to provide free 
informa=on to farmers interested in conver=ng to organic. They also propose services of financial 
analysis, conversion viability and farm setup efficiency planning (the “macro-actor 3”). 
 

To illustrate the results succinctly, a table has been created for each interviewee with key 
elements of those interviews, structured per topic. 

 
 

Topic Macro-actor 1’s response 
 

Market access, consumer 
demand 

“Market access is difficult, while organic produc=on aligns with 
macroeconomic trends and has been growing for 30 years, consumer 
demand isn’t keeping pace, there is not enough demand for the supply. 
Moreover, consumers always go for the lowest price.” 
 

Organic prac=ces and 
transi=on 
 

“In terms of actual prac=ces, transi=oning livestock farms is easier than 
crop focused farms.” 
 

Financing access 
 

“Not a huge factor when looking at the constraints of transi=oning. 
However, liquidity during the transi=on period is an issue. The 
government could grant bank guarantees to help the financing for 
transi=oning farmers.” 
 

Produc=on vola=lity and 
output 
 

“Of course, organic farms are more vola=le. But they tend to implement 
some resilience strategies like choosing more resilient livestock breeds.” 
 

Risk management and 
iden=fica=on 
 
 

“I think organic farms can be more resilient against macro-economic 
crises. Conven=onal farms have more external expenses and as a result 
are more exposed to macro shocks. (…) Fodder autonomy is key for the 
resilience organic farms.  
For example, when the canal in Egypt got blocked, conven=onal farmers 
had issues with the vola=le prices, whereas organic farms did not. (…) 
They iden=fy mostly the economic risks of the transi=on. (…) As for 
actual organic prac=ces, they do “trial and error”, they usually do not 
go further than that.” 
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Mo=va=on of conversion 
 
 

“It depends on one farmer to another. However, what mo=vates the 
majority are the economic factors, higher margins through high sale 
prices and lower costs. (…) Stability and autonomy are also factors. Only 
a small minority convert because they are convinced of organic 
prac=ces.” 
 

Investments 
 
 
 
 
 

“For livestock farms not much changes, the most important one are the 
change of livestock breeds which is of course an investment. (…) 
Onen=mes, the herd is adapted to the available facili=es and not the 
contrary. (…) While conven=onal always want to push the intensity of 
farming, organic farms want to op=mise what they have.” 

Subsidies and aids 
 
 
 

“Without aids it is certain most wouldn’t do the transi=on. But with the 
new CAP, the losses are only partly compensated as the price premium 
they may generate is taken into account. Between similar sized farms, 
organic farms may generate more revenue” 
 

 
Figure 17: Interview of macro-actor 1 

 
While the first macro-actor put forward that, in terms of prac=ces, livestock farm transi=ons are 

easier than conven=onal farms and that financing is not an hinderance, he does believe that the 
market of organic products is saturated due to low demand and high supply, and that the primary 
reasons for transi=ons are economic. In addi=on, he expresses that the transi=on period comes with 
liquidity issues and that without aids most wouldn’t transi=on. Nevertheless, he points out that organic 
farms are more vola=le but that they implement risk management strategies like acquiring resilient 
breeds and being in fodder autonomy which in the end result in a more resilient farm by being less 
exposed to macro-economic shocks. 

 
 

Topic Macro-actor 2’s response 
 

Financing 
 
 

“Generally, we like to work with organic farmers as this aligns with our 
ESG goals. We do not increase the cost of debt nor ask for addi=onal 
requirements, but of course we are analysing the risks as with every 
client. (…) The conversion period is an area of increased risk for the 
bank, generally the revenue is lower, and the working capital required 
is high. The farms need to be able to manage their cashflow and our 
role is to guide the farmers and to point out the liquidity risk.” 
 

Financial constraints and 
risks 
 
 

“Again, the conversion period onen results in cashflow issues. The 
produc=on vola=lity is also higher for organic farms, especially related 
to climate.” 
 

Investments & expenses 
 
 

“Workforce is expensive for both types but when you change farming 
prac=ces, specific machineries and equipment are costly. Land is also 
very expensive in Belgium when compared to other countries, and 
organic farms have a higher need of land. For the same produc=on, 
organic farms need more land when compared to conven=onal farms.” 
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Commercial constraints 
 
 

“For the producers, organic and local distribu=on channels are 
developing but are s=ll scarce. Unfortunately, due to the decline 
following the Covid some of those stores had to close. (…) Also, the 
produc=on vola=lity of organic farms may cause irregulari=es in the 
supply of products which isn’t ideal. (…) Some distribu=on channels 
experience market satura=on for organic products, they need to limit 
what they buy from organic producers.” 
 

Consumer demand 
 
 

“There is not enough demand and too much supply. The price of the 
organic products is an hinderance for the consumers. Consumers 
immediately associate organic products with a much higher price, even 
if the difference is only a few cents. It really depends on the type of 
products; organic poultry is way more expensive whereas organic beef 
and eggs are not that much more costly.” 
 

Deconversion 
 

“Even with the higher prices they can demand, due to the constraints, 
organic farmers onen ques=on whether it is really worth keeping their 
organic status.” 
 

 
Figure 18: Interview of macro-actor 2 

 
Macro-actor 2 indicates that financing the transi=on is not a hinderance but he clearly highlights 

the cashflow issues farmers face during the transi=on period. He also puts forward the costly 
investments in machinery and equipment and emphasises the high land cost in Belgium, which 
par=cularly impacts organic farms as they have a higher need for land. Moreover, he also thinks that 
the markets are saturated and underlines the lack of demand due to the high prices. Addi=onally, he 
draws amen=on to the lack of organic and local distribu=on channels, which are also likely to be 
saturated with organic products. He finally expresses that deconversions are happening due to the 
constraints. 
 

Topic Macro-actor 3’s response 
 

Consumer demand 
 

“There has been explosive growth in organic farming for the last years. 
Many farmers were interested. As of today, for the livestock sector, we 
no=ce that there is not enough organic demand and too much supply. 
Many farms need to sell their carcasses as conven=onal due to the low 
demand, which is a big hinderance. (…) Consumers also perceive 
organic products as way more expensive.” 
 

Organic prac=ces and 
transi=on 

“It is not complicated for livestock farmers to transi=on, especially if 
they already have a solid grassland system in place, there is not much 
adapta=on =me. (…) Organic farms cannot easily undo errors, they need 
to an=cipate and really need to create a system where sanitary 
problems are less likely to occur.” 
 

Market access 
 

“Market demand and access is a big hinderance. (…) A lot of farmers 
have seen adverse effects because of big retail distributors. Also, for 
example Delhaize is now Dutch and is, as a result, mostly suppor=ng 
Dutch farmers by distribu=ng their products.” 
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Informa=on access 
 

“If a farmer is interested, he can easily find informa=on.” 

Financing access 
 

“I do not know enough of it to give an answer.” 

Produc=on vola=lity 
 
 

“The organic farmer knows that organic feed is expensive, his objec=ve 
is to be autonomous and therefore less dependent on the market. 
However, as for the sale price of carcasses they are very dependent on 
the market and exposed to price fluctua=ons. For livestock farms, fodder 
autonomy is cri=cal, but they onen also have crop planta=ons on the 
side. (…) The vola=lity onen comes from the climate, for example, this 
year the fodder quality and harvests are not great so in that case they 
need to supply fodder externally. But on the flip side, higher 
temperatures from climate change are not an issue for fodder 
produc=on. I do have the impression that organic farms are indeed less 
exposed to market vola=lity.” 
 

Output and input 
 
 
 

“An organic farm func=ons more in short circuit than conven=onal 
farms. As for inputs, of course less than conven=onal, especially with 
fodder autonomy. The output is also obviously less.” 

Costs “Externally sourced feed is of course more expensive. Although, 
veterinary expenses are less as they are heavily limited on caesarean 
births.” 
 

Revenue “It is complicated, at the moment the margin is very barely sufficient. 
The conversion is also a big issue for the revenue, as products cannot be 
sold as organic. However, the margin can improve in short circuits. (…) 
The low revenue due to low market demand induces a lot of 
decer=fica=on of farms.” 
 

Subsidies “In my opinion, the subsidies are sufficient, organic produc=on is heavily 
supported. Interes=ngly, there is a debate at the moment whether the 
aids are too high. The producers are there but the demand is the 
problem. Also, an interes=ng fact, the posi=ve externali=es of organic 
farms on water quality are such that it costs less in organic subsidies to 
improve water quality than it costs to treat the water.” 
 

Investments 
 

“Yes, there are costs to an=cipate when conver=ng like the herd, 
improvement of facili=es, more open accesses; basically, to respect the 
organic prac=ces.” 
 

Non-monetary 
 

“While there is some stagna=on in conversion and decer=fica=on at the 
moment, most farmers I have seen do it because they are proud of 
producing organically. What I see a lot today are farmers that are 
opportunis=c, that want to convert without having a system that can be 
easily adapted to organic and without having an established short 
circuit in place. To add to this, a lot of farmers will soon re=re but there 
aren’t sufficient successors.” 
 

 
Figure 19: Interview of macro-actor 3 
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Macro-actor 3 points out that consumers perceive organic as too expensive and that demand 
for organic livestock products is not sufficient for the current supply, and as a result, he men=ons that 
many farmers need to sell their surplus as conven=onal. Nevertheless, macro-actor 3 draws amen=on 
to the prac=cal ease of transi=oning for livestock farmers already having a solid grassland system in 
place. Yet, he underlines that market access is a significant hinderance and that big retail chains have 
adverse effects on the farmers as organic farms are more suited for short circuit trades. He also points 
out that organic feed costs are more expensive, and that organic farms heavily rely on fodder 
autonomy but s=ll face climate related vola=lity. However, he is of the opinion that subsidies are 
sufficient as the supply is present, but the demand is lacking. Finally, he emphasises that margins are 
barely sufficient causing decer=fica=on and that the transi=on period is problema=c, while 
addi=onally, many farmers are too opportunis=c and convert without proper systems in place. 
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3. Development of the hypothesises 

Ager laying out the theory and the analysis of insights from the database as well as macro-
actors, the next segment is dedicated to the formula=on of hypothesises which are used as a star=ng 
base to conduct the interviews of the farmers. Four key pillars have crystallized from the groundworks 
of our previous analysis which will help narrow down financial and commercial constraints of Walloon 
farmers transi=oning to/under an organic label. For a clearer overview, a very brief recall of key 
theore=cal aspects has been done in the following sub segments. 

 

3.1. Financial considera?ons 

Organic farming is suggested in the literature to have a high economic poten=al; elements such 
as a higher gross margin and higher revenue seem to be at the forefront of mo=va=on for organic 
transi=ons. However, while the support payments are significant, these economic upsides may not be 
achievable in current =mes. As the analysis of the database suggests, the margin of organic farms 
seems to be significantly lower than their conven=onal counterparts and thus organic farms may be 
under financial distress. 

 
Hypothesis 1: Organic farming systems in Wallonia are not economically a^rac=ve. 

 

3.2. The transi?on period 

The transi=on period has been consistently found to be an area of increased risk and a =me of 
severe cashflow issues due to farmers not being able to market their products as organic for 2 years, 
while also being under the constraints with the reduced output and accruing expenses of the 
transi=on. The literature and the interviews of macro-actors highlighted the uncertainty and risks of 
the transi=on period, which seem to be a significant barrier to entry, especially if the planning is 
overlooked. 

 
Hypothesis 2: The constraints of the transi=on period are a significant economic hinderance for 

Walloon organic farms. 
 

3.3. Organic product demand 

 Various sources seem to indicate that the market for organic products has reached satura=on. 
Consumers seem to be very reluctant to pay the price premium while there is a surplus of supply. In 
addi=on, common knowledge of current uncertain geopoli=cal =mes may lead to consumers 
preferring affordability over organic labelling. Without adequate demand and thus consumers willing 
to absorb the price premium, the financial viability of organic conversions seems unappealing. 
 

Hypothesis 3: The lack of consumer demand is a significant economic hinderance for organic farms 
Wallonia. 
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3.4. Distribu?on channels 

The insights from the macro-actors and the literature have highlighted that short circuit 
distribu=on channels may be cri=cal for the financial viability as they promote local contact with the 
right consumers and facilitate the genera=on of price premia. However, adequate and sufficiently 
developed distribu=on channels seem ogen scarce or non-existent while, addi=onally, the presence of 
big retail stores seem to pressure farmers to lower prices. Also, due to the low demand, retail food 
chains ogen distribute only a limited quan=ty of organic products and choose to only support their 
own countries or require a constant supply of goods (which may be difficult for organic farms). 
Addi=onally, short circuit channels are likely to be saturated with organic products. 
 
Hypothesis 4: Organic distribu=on channels are not adequate and have a significant influence on the 

viability of organic farms in Wallonia. 
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Results 

To address the research ques=on being about the commercial and financial barriers associated 
with livestock farms transi=oning to/under an organic label, the following sec=on presents the findings 
from the semi-structures interviews which were conducted with twelve (n=12) Walloon livestock 
farmers, of which one did a reversion back to conven=onal, one recently stopped his conven=onal 
ac=vity but thought about transi=oning to organic,  and ten that were organic. 

 
The interview data has been analysed using a thema=c analysis facilitated by color-coding the 

transcripts. The themes and sub-themes used in the following results have emerged through the 
answers of the par=cipants. Addi=onally, quotes sourced from the interviews were added sparingly to 
support the analysis. 
 

0. Mo5va5ons for switching or star5ng organic farming 

As an introductory segment, the interviews revealed a variety of reasons farmers adopted 
organic farming such as environmental concerns as well as ideological beliefs but also economic 
incen=ves. 

 
Some farmers ini=ally transi=oned due to economic reasons or cited financial incen=ves but 

now choose to stay organic for environmental sustainability. However, most others were mo=vated by 
purely ecological values, with some even choosing organic farming from the very beginning of their 
ac=vity: “I started directly with organic farming, out of convic=on” (Farmer 4), “(…) I have never farmed 
as conven=onal” (Farmer 7). In one case a farmer even prac=ced organic methods without ever being 
registered as an organic farmer: “We have always been organic actually. (…) We weren’t cer=fied even 
though we produced organically, but it was silly to not get the aids, so we decided to get the 
cer=fica=on” (Farmer 10).  

 
Surprisingly, some have men=oned external influence that mo=vated their transi=on, such as 

mee=ng professionals who demonstrated the organic system’s poten=al: “I met a French agronomist 
who showed me how organic farming results could be as much, if not be^er, than conven=onal.” 
(Farmer 3). 

 
However, some farmers hesitated due to financial risks no=ng economic difficul=es as well as 

revenue that is not comparable to conven=onal farms: “The transi=on was more about ecology (…) 
economically it was unfavourable.” (Farmer 2). 
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1. Financial considera5ons 

1.1. Economic viability 

Economic viability seems to be a major concern for farmers, although there are mixed 
experiences in profitability and financial stability. 

 
Some farmers found organic farming to be economically stable and sa=sfying, men=oning the 

importance of the subsidies and the reduced costs on inputs such as feed (notably due to fodder 
autonomy), fer=lizers and especially veterinary costs. To add to this, par=cipants also men=oned the 
importance of controlling expenses and increasing the efficiency of farms: “If you cannot further 
increase your revenue, you need to rigorously work on your expenses. (…) Organic farms are able to 
dras=cally reduce their expenses.” (Farmer 5).  

 
In stark contrast, others struggled with costs, par=cularly those who did not have enough 

livestock to fer=lize larger areas of farmland, relying thus on organic fer=lizers which seem to have 
exorbitant prices. Furthermore, overall inputs such as energy, organic livestock supplements (to 
increase yield), land prices as well as land regula=ons, decreasing fodder crops yields, animal diseases, 
animal cures and investment capaci=es were also men=oned to be areas of hardship. To add to this, 
one case of a farm being en=rely financed by a large capital injec=on of family members s=ll could not 
achieve a profit, nor could they pay themselves a salary: “Without such external capital it is very 
difficult (…) As farm managers we s=ll cannot pay ourselves a salary at the moment.” (Farmer 12). 

 
Addi=onally, several par=cipants expressed their frustra=on over organic and conven=onal 

prices converging which seems to be especially the case for dairy and Belgian blue meat. Several 
farmers noted that passing on the cost of increasing expenses to customer is difficult and some thought 
that subsidies are not sufficient. 

 
Moreover, one farmer even did a reversion from organic to conven=onal: “When your company 

isn’t profitable anymore, the right decisions need to be taken. (…) Because of today’s economic 
situa=on, it wasn’t possible to stay organic anymore.” (Farmer 9). The par=cipant, among others, also 
no=ced that local products are more in demand than their organic counterparts, which contributed to 
their decision of reversion. Nonetheless, the farmer did men=on that small scale organic farms may 
s=ll be profitable but that there is an incompa=bility, which they experienced first-hand, between 
intensive farming and being organic, as the added costs are overpowering. 

 
Nevertheless, increased profitability has been reported to be due increased farming experience, 

bemer soil quality, fodder quality and autonomy as well as livestock disease immunity. Besides, it was 
also noted that communica=ng the farm’s values and explaining to the customers the prac=ces in place 
can jus=fy the increased price of organic products.  
 

Besides, market vola=lity has been highlighted by some farmers: “There are =mes when organic 
is much more profitable, but it changes a lot.” (Farmer 8). However, some achieved a market vola=lity 
hedge by developing direct farm sales as well as building up their reputa=on and the client loyalty 
through their product quality: “We transform our products ourselves, so we are less impacted.” (Farmer 
2), “I am not exposed to the market because I sell a lot directly from the farm.” (Farmer 8). 
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1.2. Transi?on period 

Surprisingly, specifically during the transi=on period, most par=cipants did not experience major 
financial strain: “I do not recall having big financial or cashflow issues” (Farmer 9). Moreover, 
par=cipants men=oned as they s=ll sold as conven=onal, and when combined with the addi=onal 
conversion aids, they reported that they thus had sufficient cash inflows for survival. To add to this, 
the importance of adap=ng farming prac=ces to the available land was emphasized.  

 
However, some did experience financial challenges under organic constraints due increased 

costs of seeds, feed, controlling costs and fer=lizers while being obliged to sell as conven=onal: “During 
the two years, products need to be sold as conven=onal, a higher financial compensa=on is necessary 
to make up the difference.” (Farmer 10). To add to this, some par=cipants even resorted to 
complementary income during the transi=on period by working externally in addi=on to managing the 
farm.  

 
Furthermore, others noted financing investments in farm assets to be an area of difficulty, 

notably to compensate the lack of chemical products: “For working the field, a big investment in a 
machine was necessary.” (Farmer 5). Addi=onally, some experienced significant challenges due to the 
scarcity and price of available land but also due to buying the farm and conver=ng it: “Financially it 
was overall ok (…) but we had cashflow issues financing the farm installa=on as we bought and 
converted a conven=onal farm for two years.” (Farmer 8). 

 

1.3. Short circuit sales and profitability 

The posi=ve impact of short circuit sales on profitability was greatly emphasized. Selling directly 
to consumers, especially through farm shops, was consistently associated with higher profit margins. 
Many farmers underlined that by elimina=ng intermediaries, they could set their own prices and retain 
a larger share of the generated revenue: “The profitability of the farm increased as I now own the 
en=re produc=on chain.” (Farmer 1). This business autonomy was seen as cri=cal, especially when 
product quality and customer loyalty, resul=ng in repeated purchases, were maintained. 

 
The control of pricing through the aforemen=oned direct sales was as much an economic benefit 

as it was an independence facilitator. The par=cipants expressed sa=sfac=on in being able to avoid 
imposed pricing structures and rigid nego=a=ons with wholesalers or supermarkets where margins 
are significantly reduced. In some cases, the farmers’ organic products were even reported to be priced 
more compe==vely than in tradi=onal butcher shops. 

 
While short circuit chains were broadly recognized to significantly improve the profitability, 

limita=ons were acknowledged by some. One farmer underlined that, at least for them, the financial 
advantages of direct sales have severely diminished over =me. The rising costs impac=ng their ac=vity 
while needing to stay price compe==ve, par=cularly when compared to the Belgian Blue conven=onal 
farms, were cited as pressure points that limited the ability to increase prices, in fear of losing 
consumers, even when the produc=on costs grew. 

 
Addi=onally, there s=ll seems to be a trade-off between margin and volume. Whereas short 

circuit sales seem to be bemer for increasing profit margins on a smaller volume scale, they may not 
be scalable enough to support significant business growth. One producer reverted to conven=onal 
prac=ces to focus on a more intensive produc=on approach to increase revenue and repay 
accumulated debt, despite acknowledging the poten=al of higher profitability of short circuits. Overall, 
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the majority of interviewees agreed that short circuit chains enabled price control and intermediary 
reduc=on offered clear advantages in terms of profitability, even if scalability is limited. 

 

2. Market dynamics, distribu5on channels and consumer 
percep5ons 

2.1. Distribu?on channels 

The par=cipants employed a variety of distribu=on channels and were ogen combining direct 
and indirect sales to balance visibility, customer rela=onships and of course volume. On one hand, 
several farmers emphasized the importance of direct sales through their own farm shops, while on the 
other hand, others supplemented with local organic markets, small stores, restaurants and farmer 
coopera=ve networks. For many, coopera=ves and wholesalers remain key outlets for larger volumes 
of goods, while direct sales offer bemer margins and closer customer contact. As an informal 
distribu=on tool, phone calls to coordinate meat order ager slaughter were men=oned. Despite the 
diversity of strategies there is a clear trend towards strengthening short circuit sales whether it be 
through their own stores, small shops or restaurants as par=cipants men=oned that there is a growing 
number of local channels. 
 

Besides, only in rare cases did par=cipants, mostly those selling almost en=rely in their own farm 
store, not experience difficul=es regarding their distribu=on channels. Indeed, difficul=es linked to 
distribu=on channels emerged in specific contexts. For instance, a very commonly cited problem was 
the requirement of consistent supply and product quality when dealing with wholesalers and 
restaurants, who expect regular deliveries in sufficient quan==es. Similarly, wholesalers ogen require 
a minimum volume to jus=fy the transport and logis=cs involved of buying the products, which farmers 
could some=mes not guarantee. An addi=onal challenge exists due some wholesalers having strict 
delays to respect of when they order products and when they have to be ready, which can be difficult 
to manage for the organic producers. 
 

Some interviewees noted the saturated market, par=cularly for products like milk, or niche 
products like goat meat, had limited distribu=on opportuni=es. Besides, compe==on from other local 
producers offering similar products also occasionally limited access to certain sale points, as the stores 
ogen do not want two of the same products.  

 
Importantly, frustra=on was expressed with the industrial farm sector’s resistance and 

sabotages against independent coopera=ves of producers. Besides, the complexity of establishing 
coopera=ve structures in Belgium seems to be challenging. Indeed, one farmer pointed out his failed 
amempt to create such a structure due to a lack of commitment from poten=al partners, even though 
the needed subsidies were secured. Despite this, the importance of maintaining personal contacts and 
networks was emphasized as the agricultural community has been reported by some to be selfish and 
closed up. 
 

Furthermore, concerning logis=cs, long delivery =mes and insufficient return on =me 
investment, especially when amending small markets, were cited as barriers: “Traveling one hour to 
deposit a few cheeses in a store is not worth it for us =me wise.” (Farmer 12).  
 

Regarding supermarkets and big retail chains, while some farmers saw them as poten=al 
compe=tors and aimed to “steal” their clientele by outperforming such en==es in terms of quality, 
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many voiced a clear distrust towards the underlying mo=ves of large retailers as these businesses were 
frequently described as priori=zing shareholder profits over fair remunera=on of producers. 
Furthermore, several par=cipants pointed out the danger of becoming too dependent on large 
retailers for distribu=on, especially when their own produc=on was manageable and easily sold 
through direct sales channels. 
 

Despite these concerns, many producers acknowledged the prac=cal benefits of working with 
supermarkets, par=cularly for managing surplus produc=on. However, a key contradic=on was 
highlighted: while supermarkets may help reach a broader audience, they ogen blur the lines between 
industrial, imported organic products and high-quality locally produced goods. According to some 
interviewees, the emergence of supermarkets’ organic product offerings had nega=ve effects on the 
organic sector as it undermines the values associated with local organic farming. 
 

Indeed, these businesses were viewed as a double-edged sword. While par=cipants saw them 
as a poten=ally entry point for consumers unfamiliar with organic products, they were s=ll cri=cized 
for damaging the reputa=on of organic products through inadequate product pricing, lack of 
transparency regarding the origin of products and insufficient visibility for organic and local producers. 
 

To add to this, many par=cipants believed that supermarkets have taken advantage of the 
growing popularity of organic products in the recent years. They pointed to the use of the products as 
simple marke=ng tools or as a bait, with the aim to amract a wider range of consumers rather than to 
support organic agriculture. For the par=cipants doing business with these large retail chains, further 
frustra=on was expressed regarding the price nego=a=on difficul=es or even nego=a=on 
impossibili=es. Besides, accessing dominant retailers like Colruyt and Delhaize was described as 
par=cularly difficult for organic farmers as these chains have a con=nued preference for conven=onal 
products. 
 

In essence, there was a shared belief that among par=cipants: if supermarkets want to support 
the organic sector, they should focus more on promo=ng local, authen=c organic and even local 
conven=onal products rather than op=ng for cheap and/or imported alterna=ves. Moreover, the 
importance of clear labelling, traceability as a way to restore consumer trust was emphasized to 
meaningfully support local agriculture within the retail sector. 

 

2.2. Marke?ng 

To begin with, it was emphasized by many that successfully transi=oning organic farms required, 
not only, the organic know-how, but also, a robust marke=ng strategy. It was admimed that the most 
difficult challenge for some was the self-marke=ng which even led to ini=al financial losses. However, 
once the self-marke=ng channels were in place, it seemed to decrease some demand vola=lity 
exposure and significantly decrease the reliance on single customers: “I prefer to sell to 1000 to 2000 
customers than to have 1 big client (…) If I lose 100 clients it doesn’t ma^er, however if I lose the big 
one, it is tragic.” (Farmer 1). 

 
To add to this, the commercial visibility of organic farm products seems to be a significant 

challenge. Indeed, the interviews indicated a shig in market dynamics as the ini=al economic support 
for organic farms amracted numerous farms to make the transi=on, which exponen=ally increased 
compe==on. The economic condi=on that once favoured organic farms, has been reported numerous 
=mes to now have shiged to the rise of local products which are now favoured by consumer. As a 
result, organic products have been reported to struggle to maintain their market presence. 
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A frequent theme among par=cipants was the confusion between organic and local products, 
which many saw as a barrier to informed consumer choices. Several farmers pointed out their concerns 
that consumers ogen assume local is automa=cally organic which fails to grasp the specific health and 
environmental benefits of cer=fied organic prac=ces. To add to this, many underlined that the 
consumers do not realize the impact on their health, the soils and water, emphasizing the need of 
increased awareness. These confusions are exacerbated by the prolifera=on of labels, where some are 
organic but whereas some are not, which is seen to leave consumers unsure about what they are 
actually purchasing. 

 
Moreover, par=cipants noted that the percep=on of organic products being inherently more 

expensive has been “drilled into people’s heads” (Farmer 12), even though in many cases, direct sale 
organic products are very price compe==ve when compared to supermarkets. Besides, par=cipants 
stressed the need to move beyond the price arguments and aim to instead connect with customers 
through educa=on about quality, sustainability, and taste: “if we can’t convince them with their minds, 
we have to convince them with their mouth” (Farmer 1). Many par=cipants converged on the idea that 
the solu=on lies in bemer communica=on and campaigns of the health and environmental risks of 
pes=cides and the benefits of organic based diets. It was emphasized, to communicate a sharp 
dis=nc=on between organic and conven=onal prac=ces as these lines seem to be blurred at the 
moment.  
 

While some even advocated for a clearer differen=a=on between “industrial” and “local” 
organic farming, proposing stronger and more meaningful labels such as “Nature & Progrès”, others 
pointed out the need for more scien=fic studies to back health claims and support a shig in public 
mentality. Nevertheless, many par=cipants acknowledged their own role in this process sugges=ng 
that organic farmers must improve their commercial strategies and ac=vely engage in customer 
educa=on. 

 
Overall, it was underlined that, whether products are organic or not, being able to sell directly 

and locally remains highly favourable. Indeed, local markets were described as currently performing 
well. Yet, there seemed to be challenges to effec=vely showcase the quality of the organic products. 
Indeed, par=cipants underlined the importance of presen=ng clean and aesthe=c products, but it was 
noted that communica=ng the added value of organic products to their costumers is not always easy 
and requires extra effort in terms of marke=ng and educa=on. 

 

2.3. Demand and pricing 

To start with, many of the par=cipants experienced a significant increase in demand during the 
COVID-19 global pandemic as there was a shig towards more organically and locally produced goods. 

 
However, a significant decline in organic demand followed, which some par=cipants described 

as “mini crisis” of the organic sector. The interviewees felt this was further exacerbated by macro-
economic events such as increased infla=on, seasonal droughts and livestock disease outbreaks. 
Moreover, some par=cipants noted that this downturn led to a certain number of farmers abandoning 
organic prac=ces. Despite this, the producers now feel that the current demand has stabilized and may 
be slowly increasing.  

 
Interes=ngly, the par=cipants reported a shig in their clientele: whereas earlier demand was 

primarily from commimed environmentally conscious consumers, it is now also composed of broader 
range of “everyday people”, including both wealthier consumers and those with less financial 
resources. The lamer purchase raw ingredients to cook at home more economically, which was 
emphasized to be a key way to make organic products affordable for everyone. 
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Nevertheless, affordability remains a concern for the demand, especially in =mes of current 

economic uncertainty, with several farmers acknowledging that part of the popula=on simply cannot 
afford organic products. It was also pointed out that a significant part of consumers prefers local origins 
or breeds such as the Belgian Blue over organic cer=fica=on, which supports the idea that organic is 
not always the primary purchase criterion.  

 
Yet, percep=ons around the pricing of organic products were s=ll nuanced among par=cipants. 

Indeed, while the higher cost of organic products is ogen cited as a barrier for consumers, especially 
in large retail chains, many farmers did challenge this assump=on. Several interviewees underlined 
that the higher prices in the retail chains are largely due to intermediaries and profit margins rather 
than actual intrinsic cost of the goods. It was noted several =mes that organic products coming from 
direct sales or small shops are not necessarily more expensive. Addi=onally, some farmers even 
men=oned that their direct farm stores are able to offer compe==ve prices by avoiding wholesalers 
and middlemen in the chain. Besides, it was pointed out that stores in ci=es ogen have exorbitant 
prices for organic products: “I find the prices of organic products in ci=es to be exaggerated, they could 
easily sell them cheaper.” (Farmer 1). However, it was also underlined that the economic situa=on of 
the region the farm has its ac=vity heavily influences the acceptance of the increased prices. 

 
The percep=ons that organic goods are always more costly does indeed remain widespread and 

can deter consumers, even in the cases the prices are comparable or only slightly higher than 
conven=onal products. It was also acknowledged that organic vegetables tend to be indeed more 
expensive but products like meat or milk not necessarily. Addi=onally, it was insisted upon by the 
farmers that, if there is a price difference, it is jus=fied given the superior quality and ethical 
considera=ons =ed to the organic farming prac=ces: “(…) you can’t compare apples with oranges; the 
quality difference comes at a cost.” (Farmer 5). Ul=mately, while the price seems to be s=ll seen as a 
real obstacle for certain consumers, many farmers believe that direct sales not only help to manage 
prices but also improve the financial health of the farm itself. 

 
Lastly, as men=oned before, the farmers underlined growing scep=cism towards organic 

products due to the involvement of large retail chains as well as misleading media narra=ves which 
blur the lines between industrial and local organic products. Despite this, the interviewees s=ll agreed 
that there is a desire of some customers to consume healthier and more ethically, and that clear 
communica=on about organic produc=on methods, product quality differen=ators and Walloon 
reali=es of organic farming are essen=al to sustain demand in the future. 

 

2.4. Supply 

The par=cipants reported to be quite flexible with their supply of organic goods, to bemer align 
with the fluctua=ng demand of products. Although, there were s=ll significant structural and economic 
limits.  

 
While farms with larger land holdings were able to increase herd sizes to meet an increase in 

demand, others noted that they had reached the upper limit of their produc=on capacity, which was 
especially the case during the pandemic induced demand growth: “We have a certain number of 
hectares and animals, we can’t increase beyond that.” (Farmer 8). To add to this, produc=on did also 
seem to be constraint by the breeds of the animals, exchanging disease resilience for lower yield. 

 
In stark contrast, one farmer reported that he cannot allow his herd to decrease as his revenue 

is already low, the focus is thus on ge~ng new clients rather than aligning with the low demand. Yet, 
for most it was evident that in case of market satura=on, their produc=on had to be geared down. 
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Besides, several par=cipants emphasized the importance of aligning produc=on with economic 

viability of specific products by priori=zing more profitable products and reducing or even limi=ng 
those with lower margins such as bumer or milk. To add to this, adap=ng to customer feedback such 
as with meat bundles was also pointed out as an adapta=on measure. 

 
In essence, the interviews seemed to indicate that the supply is a balancing act which requires 

producers to weigh customer expecta=ons, with their respec=ve structural capaci=es and product 
margins. 
 

3. Opera5onal farming skills and adapta5on 

The fundamental different farming approaches of conven=onal and organic farming was 
consistently emphasized by par=cipants as organic farms cannot simply replicate conven=onal 
prac=ces. 

 
Central to the success of organic prac=ces seemed to be achieving a balanced autonomous farm 

system. Par=cipants stressed the importance of proper farm sizing, soil health and respec=ng the 
biological cycles of the land. Prac=ces such as mixed crop-livestock farming were seen as essen=al to 
master. Indeed, farm diversifica=on was a recurring theme as many respondents viewed it as a 
strategically necessary for the economic resilience of organic farms. The diversifica=on was mostly 
referring to adding different synergis=c animals and crop produc=ons (e.g. ge~ng fer=lizer through 
the animals for the crops while ge~ng feed and straw bedding through the crops), selling mul=ple 
product and having diverse marke=ng channels to strengthen the overall organic project. 

 
Furthermore, the importance of autonomy was heavily underlined, not only for the feed but 

also for the produc=on chain: “I do not buy anything from outside because every step of the way I lose 
margins (…) I created my own butchery” (Farmer 1).  
 

Addi=onally, livestock herd management seemed to be cri=cal to avoid veterinary and vaccine 
use. It was notably underlined that modifying the calving birth schedule to avoid the winter months 
eliminated the need for indoor births and reliance on medica=on. By allowing the cows to naturally 
give birth outdoors, an autonomous and more resilient herd was maintained. Moreover, the 
importance of slaughter prac=ces was pointed out by many, where male animals were slaughtered 
first due to the decline in meat quality as the animal ages, whereas females can be kept longer with 
occasional culling to maintain herd balance. 
 

Besides, some experienced the influence of French agronomists as a turning point in their 
prac=ces. Indeed, they helped the farmers understand the interconnec=on between animals, plants, 
soil and how to rebalance the said soils. Moreover, they demonstrated the importance of adap=ng 
organic prac=ces and achieving food autonomy as well as reduce inputs. 

 
However, a sen=ment of broader concern about diminishing yield and lack of appropriate 

techniques to address these declines seemed to be in the mind of many farmers. Indeed, a recurring 
theme was the challenge to master land management without relying on chemical inputs. Many also 
expressed frustra=on over the scarcity of reference points or technical solu=ons as many technicians 
hired by the farmers were trained in chemistry but did not focus on soil health nor on a more 
agronomical approach. A lack of agronomical consultants that help and provide guidance on the 
viability of farm projects was also men=oned. This gap of knowledge was highlighted by many as a key 
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hinderance while transi=oning. To add to this, par=cipants acknowledged that there is s=ll significant 
work to be done in farmer educa=on, par=cularly in areas like accoun=ng as well as business 
management.  
 

In any case, a strong convic=on for organic agriculture has been repeatedly reported to be a 
prerequisite for a successful and las=ng organic transi=on, as many insisted that conversions should 
not be driven by purely the economic side. An example was cited of the COVID-19 pandemic where 
organic producers experienced a significant increase in demand, but which was followed by a rapid 
decline; without a strong commitment to organic prac=ces farmers may not digest a strong market 
downturn. 
 

In this context, preparing thoroughly before transi=on to organic methods was seen as key 
importance. It was suggested that before transi=oning, farmers should visit successful organic farms, 
speak with experienced producers and do research on suitable livestock breeds and distribu=on 
channels. Indeed, understanding where and how to sell organic products was considered just as 
important as the produc=on process itself. 

 

4. Regulatory and administra5ve barriers 

4.1. Control bodies 

Several challenges underlined by the par=cipants concerned the administra=ve burden 
associated with organic farming. The organic cer=fica=on process and cer=fica=on maintenance 
involves significantly more paperwork and documenta=on, especially for the mandatory inspec=ons 
by control bodies. Some even noted that this increased administra=ve work as well as the recurring 
controls may make farmers reluctant to transi=on. 
 

Furthermore, the requirement to pay for a cer=fica=on body was also seen as a barrier, while 
some addi=onally emphasized the need for a greater flexibility, understanding, communica=on and 
guidance from the organic inspectors, especially when mistakes are made by the farmers: “For me 
there needs to be flexibility, (…) and a more human approach from inspectors (…) it’s obvious we don’t 
know everything right away as farmers.” (Farmer 5).  

 
To add to this, some organic farmers expressed scep=cism regarding the applied regula=on and 

conducted controls of imported organic products. There was palpable unease about the equivalency 
of standards and enforcement applied to foreign products compared to local ones, which =ed in a 
broader reflec=on about whether the organic cer=fica=on should emphasise more the local aspects 
and produc=ons. To add to this, one farmer even suggested that organic constraints should go further 
as they feel some of what is allowed as laxist when compared to their own organic standards. 

 
Despite these constraints, posi=ve experiences were expressed regarding specific control 

bodies, such as the Cer=sys. Their folder system was seen as a helpful tool to manage administra=ve 
tasks and paperwork. A prac=cal strategy of hiring farm staff was also noted as a way to bemer manage 
and focus on the addi=onal administra=ve burden. 

 
Surprisingly, a recurring challenge that has also been underlined by several producers was the 

impact of the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain (the “FASFC”) regula=ons on small-scale 
farming businesses that transform raw products. The many costs associated with mandatory product 
analysis and compliance are seen as a burden for smaller scales of opera=ons such as organic farms. 
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To add to this, the stringency, complexity and frequency of these controls were seen as par=cularly 
burdensome and were noted to be discouraging for producers wan=ng to propose new products. 

 

4.2. Subsidies and governmental bodies 

Whereas some considered subsidies not to be sufficient, some did. But nonetheless, there was 
some frustra=on over the delay in receiving financial support which ogen arrive a year ager the 
request due to the delays in controls and valida=on. 

 
A significant concern was also expressed by the par=cipants regarding senior officials in the 

Walloon region. Their seemingly lack of understanding of on-the ground farming prac=ces, and rigid 
and stringent rules were seen as unsuppor=ve of the dynamic nature of agriculture. Besides, some 
par=cipants also expressed scep=cism about governmental promises from the Walloon region which 
were rarely followed through. Moreover, a need for the governments to support local projects to bemer 
compete with supermarkets was expressed by some. 

 
Importantly, frequent changes in policies and rules which occur every few years were also seen 

as a challenge as these constant changes create an environment of uncertainty and hinder long-term 
project planning and stability.  
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Discussion 

The discussion segment’s objec=ve is to interpret the results and to link them back to the 
exis=ng literature while also reflec=ng on the broader meaning, implica=ons and limita=ons. The 
overall aim of the thesis is to iden=fy the financial and commercial barriers Walloon organic livestock 
farmers face. This study not only addresses the gap in the literature concerning a significant lack of up-
to-date, qualita=ve research studies aimed at Walloon livestock farmers but also provides deep 
insights for Wallonia on a broader problema=c Europe faces at the moment, being the balancing act 
of soothing agricultural frustra=on, ensuring food security and environmental protec=on. 

 
During the interviews, four key themes and their respec=ve sub-themes have emerged. The first 

theme are the financial considera=ons of the economic viability, the transi=on period and short circuit 
sales. The second theme regards broader market dynamics such as distribu=on channels, marke=ng, 
demand and pricing as well as supply. As for the third theme, it concerns the opera=onal farming skills 
and adapta=ons. And lastly, the fourth theme is about regulatory and administra=ve barriers, notably 
regarding the control and governmental bodies as well as subsidies. 

 
It is highly recommended to consult the overview of the findings found in appendix 9, which 

illustrates the framework of the barriers navigated by Walloon organic livestock farmers. 
 

1. Financial considera5ons 

1.1. Economic viability 

Expenses and farm efficiency 
 
The interview revealed that expense management, in combina=on with the subsidies, played a 

significant role in the economic viability of the farms. Indeed, support payments are suggested to be 
essen=al to achieve a comparable level of profitability when compared to conven=onal farms 
(Offermann & Nieberg, 2000) and play a key role in the financial viability of organic farms in Europe 
(Stolze & Lampkin, 2009). 

 
However, there seems a ceiling of revenue an organic farm can generate, thus farms that were 

proficient in expense management seemed to fare bemer than those who didn’t. Cost control as a risk 
management tool is not only reflected in the literature (Tzouramani et al., 2014) but also seems 
consistent with figure 14 of the financial analysis conducted on Walloon accoun=ng data, where 
allocated expenses i.e. variable expenses of organic farms were much lower when compared to 
conven=onal farms. The literature also suggests that organic farms have higher produc=on expenses 
as they incorporate true environmental costs (Crowder & Reganold, 2015; Hanson et al., 2004; Premy 
et al., 2001), especially if their autonomy is limited (Offermann & Nieberg, 2000), which thus indeed 
commands expense management on the farmer’s part. The key importance of autonomy, which in 
turn reduces expenses, has also been highlighted by the interviewed macro-actors.  
 

The aforemen=oned revenue ceiling seems to result from the inability to scale an organic farm 
beyond a certain point of self-sufficiency. Indeed, it does seem that if produc=on output is pushed 
beyond self-sufficiency inputs, the added costs of organic inputs such as addi=onal fer=lizers and feed, 
overpower any benefits there may be in the amempt to scale. As a result, organic farms need to 
func=on as efficient as possible with their available structural means of produc=on. The literature does 
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not directly men=on this nuanced efficiency need. However, the lower yield, feed efficiency and land 
use efficiency of organic farms has been pointed out (Crowder & Reganold, 2015; Gaudaré et al., 2021; 
Reganold & Wachter, 2016; Offermann & Nieberg, 2000) which in turn can indicate a significant need 
to counter-act these inherent amributes by increasing the efficiency of the farms as much as possible.  

 
An addi=onal hint of incompa=ble scalability of organic farms can be found in the literature as 

increased land area increases produc=on risk (Tiedemann & Latacz-Lohmann, 2013) and smaller 
organic farms allow farm managers to control produc=on risks more effec=vely (Hanson et al., 2004). 
The push towards smaller farms is also emphasized in the current strategic CAP plan of Wallonia, where 
diminishing returns on aids are applied the larger and more extensive the farm is, scaling up an organic 
farm is thus not encouraged, which addi=onally aligns with the financial analysis revealing that organic 
farms are very similarly sized and significantly smaller than conven=onal ones. 
 
Profitability due to farming experience and skills 

 
Besides the expense control, profitability has been men=oned to be linked to increased farming 

experience, resul=ng in bemer soil quality and fodder quality as well as livestock disease immunity. 
This aligns with the literature; farm manager skills, learning ability, financial skills and educa=on 
significantly influence farm outcomes (Acs et al., 2007; Kerselaers et al., 2007) as it is an important risk 
management tool (Flaten et al., 2005; Gardebroek et al., 2010). Farming skills will be further addressed 
in segment “3. Opera=onal farming skills and adapta=ons”, but we can already deduct that it is a key 
aspect, not only profitability, but also overall economic viability of the farm as it also =es into the above 
expense control which heavily relies on the correct decisions of the farm manager. 
 
Price convergence and passing on the costs 
 

Frustra=on was expressed regarding price convergence of conven=onal and organic products 
such as conven=onal Belgian blue meat amaining organic meat prices or dairy products from 
conven=onal systems approaching the price level of their organic counterpart. To add to this, some 
farmers had significant difficul=es to pass on increasing costs of inputs on to their customers 

 
This begs the ques=on whether the price premium (if even achievable) organic farms generate 

are enough of a financial buffer for the producers and whether consumers no longer perceive a clear 
price-quality dis=nc=on. Both the price convergence and the difficul=es of passing on the costs erode 
the price premium as well as profitability and disincen=vizes further investments in organic systems.  
 

The lesser price premium there may be at the moment is consistent with the literature as it is 
suggested that there can be an instability of price premia, which can even drop completely (Hanson et 
al., 2004; Labajove et al., 2022). This is a significant commercial and financial hinderance as the price 
premia are not only suggested to be vital for organic farmers to supplement their income and reduce 
their dependency on direct support payments (Läpple & Rensburg,  2011), but also for the 
development of organic systems as a whole (Fairweather, 1999), notably, as favourable gross margin 
differences between organic and conven=onal farms are suggested to have an impact on organic 
conversion triggers (Musshoffer & Hirschauer, 2008).   

 
The insights from the financial analysis also align with the fact of lacking price premia, as shown 

in figure 16, conven=onal farms not only have a higher gross margin but also a higher GOS, which is 
also consistent with macro-actor 3 sta=ng that organic margins are barely sufficient. 
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Macro condi0ons 
 

An organic demand boom due to the pandemic followed by a sharp decline was underlined by 
the par=cipants. The decline was described as further exacerbated by increased infla=on, seasonal 
droughts and livestock disease outbreaks which led to several farms abandoning organic prac=ces. 
However, as of today, the producers felt that current demand has stabilized (although stabilized at the 
bomom due to the decline) and may be slowly increasing.  
 

Nevertheless, future similar events can be a threat to the organic farms as cost management is 
of cri=cal importance (as discussed above), organic farms do not have quick fixes for disease outbreaks 
(Hanson et al., 2004; Interview of macro-actor 3, 2024) and climate is seen as a key produc=on risk 
(Hanson et al., 2004; Labajova et al., 2022; Interview of macro-actor 3, 2024). 
 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

As for the first answer piece, we can deduct that financial and commercial  barriers exist in the 
form of lacking organic price premia and difficul=es to pass on costs, but also due to a structurally 
constrained economic model that relies heavily on internal cost efficiency, farming autonomy and 
managerial exper=se to offset the limited scalability as well as revenue ceilings, by conduc=ng rigorous 
cost control of the organic farms. Moreover, organic producers may be significantly exposed to future 
macro events such as high infla=on, disease outbreaks and climate anomalies. 

 

1.2. Transi?on period 

In stark contrast with what the literature suggests, most farmers did not have significant 
financial issues during the conversion period. While being able to sell as conven=onal and receiving 
the increased conversion aids were deemed by most as sufficient, some did claim a lack of aids and 
were s=ll challenged by the higher costs and locked away price premia of the conversion. Addi=onally, 
investments in farm machinery, to counteract the lack of chemical interven=on, and overall farm 
installa=ons, where a conven=onal farm was en=rely bought and transformed, were reported to cause 
some cashflow issues. 

 
This mixed picture indicates that there are s=ll vulnerabili=es in policy instruments that buffer 

transi=onal costs for many. Now, the addi=onal support payments granted are only meant to cover 
75% of the occurring losses of the transi=on (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023).  However, conversion 
issues for Belgium, as suggested by Kerselaers et al. (2007), s=ll seem to exist. Kerselaers et al. (2007) 
addi=onally suggested that the risks associated with the conversion period are the actual reasons for 
low conversion rates as the yield and income is lower, which may be further exacerbated by a lack of 
experience of farmers (Acs et al., 2007). Interviewees and macro-actor 3 aligned with this statement 
as it was emphasized that the conversion needs to be rigorously planned and analysed. But the farmers 
pointed to a knowledge gap as there seems to be a lack of agronomic consultants that can guide them. 
Interes=ngly, while the literature emphasises the importance of farming skills, it does not point to a 
lack of agronomic consultants. 

 
In any case, support payments are suggested to be essen=al to alleviate economic pressure 

during that period (Kerselaers et al., 2007), which s=ll seems to be the case for Wallonia as of today.  
 
As for investment financing challenges, it is indeed suggested that organic farms seem to be 

par=cularly vulnerable to declining infrastructures such as farm machinery and elevated prices of 
agricultural land (Hanson et al., 2004; Interview of macro-actor 1, 2024). Whereas the literature points 
to poten=al financing issues due to unfamiliarity of banks regarding organic systems (Hanson et al., 
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2004), macro-actor 2 assured that there is not a higher cost of debt for organic farms but highlighted 
the need to bring amen=on to cashflow issues transi=oning farms can have. A fair deduc=on to make 
is thus that the investment financing difficul=es also =e to the above income issues. 

 
Nevertheless, even if investment aids exist (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023), that influence 

the overall transi=on process by increasing available resources such as fixed assets and land (Czubak 
et al., 2021), it may, however, be incompa=ble, up to a certain point, with the limited scalability of 
organic farms as discussed in the previous segment. 
 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

Whereas some farms managed the transi=on period without much financial difficul=es, we can 
s=ll consider that financial challenges may s=ll emerge due to vulnerabili=es in the support system, 
and due to the higher costs, lower yield and lower income resul=ng from the organic constraints and 
locked-away price premia. The lack of organic experience of farmers exacerbates these barriers and 
thus the transi=on needs to be thoroughly planned and analysed, which is made more challenging by 
the insufficient availability of agronomic advisors. Furthermore, investment challenges seem to also 
=e into the income issues of a transi=on, to add to this, investments aids can be seen as incompa=ble, 
at least up to a certain point, with the limited scalability of organic farms. 
 

1.3. Short circuit sales and profitability 

As reported numerous =mes from the par=cipants, short circuit direct sales clearly seem to 
facilitate higher profit margins for organic farms as they enable own price se~ng, eliminate 
intermediaries and therefore allow withholding a higher share of revenue. These profitability and 
independence facilitators were seen to be par=cularly potent when product quality and customer 
loyalty were maintained. 

 
Furthermore, short circuit sales enhance business autonomy and economic independence, 

which was seen as a cri=cal part for organic opera=ons. Indeed, it allows organic farmers to be freed, 
to some degree, from imposed pricing structures and limited nego=a=on capabili=es they may find 
with wholesalers or supermarkets. Farmers addi=onally reported that selling to the lamer two en==es 
reduces their margins. 

 
While the literature suggests that diversifying marke=ng channels (e.g. with small-scale markets 

or farmers’ markets) is an important market risk management tool (Hanson et al., 2004), it does not 
point to any profitability increases for short circuit sales.  

 
However, it is within reason to assume that the reported profitability increase of short circuits 

is linked to the literature, as indeed, regional or local products are key drivers for farm product demand 
(Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et al., 2020; Hughner et al., 2007; Janssen & Hamm, 2012).  

 
Furthermore, an important hinderance of organic farms is the distance of supply and delivery 

points (Home et al., 2019) which is thus diminished when u=lising short circuits and aligns with the 
importance of local supply chains for the farms (Hanson et al., 2004). Addi=onally, Macro-actor 3 
highlighted the need to have short circuit channels in place before even transi=oning. Moreover, the 
importance of customer loyalty when combined with short circuits can be agreed with the fact that 
local communi=es are suggested to be beneficial for organic farmers (Hanson et al., 2004; Darnhofer 
et al., 2005; Filippini et al., 2020). 
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Whereas most agreed that short circuit sales were highly beneficial, it was also noted that for 
some farmers the financial advantages of direct sales have diminished severely over =me. Reportedly, 
this was due to the rising costs impac=ng their ac=vity which were not transferable through price 
increases, as price compe==vity, as cited, when compared to conven=onal Belgian blue ac=vi=es, was 
difficult to maintain in fear of losing customers. 

 
The difficulty of passing on the cost to the customers has been already discussed in segment 

“1.1. Economic viability”. Nevertheless, as this concerns specifically short circuit sales, we can add to 
our previous analysis that the preference of local products (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et 
al., 2020; Hughner et al., 2007; Janssen & Hamm, 2012) resulted in a wide adop=on of short circuit 
sales to harvest the benefits which aligns with the ins=tu=onal theory’s mime=c isomorphisms sta=ng 
that successful strategies are imitated (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). But it is reasonable to assume that 
this homogeneity may lead to gradually diminishing profitability among adopters, aligning with 
Grovermann et al. (2021). 

 
To add to this, short circuit sales, while enabling higher margins, seem to have a trade-off in 

scalability and sales volume. They were seen as not scalable enough to support significant business 
growth. This issue led to a reversion back to conven=onal for one farm which could not sustain debt 
repayments while being organic. The literature does not address scalability issues of, specifically, short 
circuit sales, but the emergence of it through the interviews further supports and =es again to the 
overall scalability challenges of organic farms as discussed and analysed in segment “1.1. Economic 
viability”. 

 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

Short circuit sales not only play a key role to increase the profitability of farms but also align 
with customer preferences for local products. However, they present limita=ons regarding scalability 
and intensifica=on of farm produc=on. Furthermore, the amrac=vity of short circuit sales could be 
gradually reversing due to the homogeneity of the compe==ve environment. 
 

2. Market dynamics, distribu5on channels and consumer 
percep5ons 

2.1. Distribu?on channels 

Distribu0on channels and their challenges 
 
Distribu=on channel efficacy and maturity play a key role in increasing organic market share and 

price premia (Thøgersen, 2010). The farmers used a variety of distribu=on channels by ogen 
combining direct and indirect sales (e.g. farmers’ markets, small stores, restaurants, coopera=ves, 
wholesalers) to balance visibility, customer rela=onships and volume, which conforms to the theory as 
the usage of diverse channels is suggested to be a market risk management tool (Hanson et al., 2004). 

 
Whereas discussed in the previous segment, direct sales offer bemer margins and closer 

customer contact, coopera=ves, wholesalers and retail chains remain key outlets for larger volumes of 
products. Despite this diversity, a clear trend was strengthening short circuit sales, as local channels 
seem to be growing in numbers, which could be due to the effects mime=c isomorphisms as described 
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by DiMaggio & Powell (1983) and could lead to adverse effects as also discussed in the previous 
segment. 
 

Besides, there were significant challenges regarding distribu=on channels. Indeed, a commonly 
cited problem was the requirement of consistent supply and product quality when dealing with 
wholesalers and restaurants, who expect regular deliveries in sufficient quan==es which was hard to 
ensure for the organic farmers. Similarly, wholesalers ogen required a minimum volume to jus=fy 
transporta=on and logis=cs involved of buying the products, which was hard to achieve in some 
instances. Moreover, strict delays were imposed between the moment wholesalers order the product 
and the moment when the products had to be ready which was seen as difficult to manage for the 
producers.  
 

Macro-actor 2 did also point out the irregulari=es in organic produc=on and its adverse effects 
on supply chains. But, while the literature did not directly reveal such challenges, they can s=ll be 
linked to the combina=on of lower output of organic farms (Crowder & Reganold, 2015; Gaudaré et 
al., 2021; Reganold & Wachter, 2016; Shennan et al., 2017) and the produc=on vola=lity as suggested 
by Tiedemann & Latacz-Lohmann (2013), which influence the ability to meet produc=on volumes 
required for certain distribu=on channels. Moreover, the transporta=on and logis=cs challenges of the 
farmers also conform to Home et al. (2019)’s findings sugges=ng that the distance of supply and 
delivery points is a key hinderance for organic farms. Indeed, the challenges the farmers faced on that 
regard could certainly be diminished if the distance between supply points is reduced, especially 
considering that several farmers emphasized the inefficiency and lack of return of =me invested when 
amending small markets or delivering themselves an insignificant quan=ty of products to small shops, 
even if the one-way distance is as low as thirty minutes of road =me. 

 
Furthermore, limited distribu=on opportuni=es were pointed out for supplying saturated 

products such as milk, for niche products such as goat meat and due to compe==on offering similar 
products. While some stores may show limited interests in organic products (Hanson et al., 2004), 
these limited distribu=on opportuni=es may point to a market satura=on which is consistent with the 
literature sugges=ng a possible emergence of market satura=on (Grovermann et al., 2021), which all 
the macro-actors also pointed to.  

 
In addi=on, it was highlighted that industrial farm enterprises are hos=le towards smaller 

independent farm coopera=ves and may sabotage them, this fact has not emerged in the literature 
but is of utmost importance. To add to this, establishing coopera=ves has been reported to be 
challenging in Wallonia due to a lack of commitment of partners. This is undoubtedly a significant 
barrier especially as organic farms can leverage par=cipa=on in coopera=ves to secure shelf space and 
increase their product visibility but also their compe==veness (Hanson et al., 2004).  
 

While the agricultural sector was deemed selfish by some, the importance of maintaining 
personal contacts and networks was nevertheless emphasized. A lack of personal local network may 
have significant adverse effects especially considering the literature also heavily supports the 
importance of them (Hanson et al., 2004; Darnhofer et al., 2005; Filippini et al., 2020) and suggests 
that a lack of peer social networks can lead to sense of division among farmers (Home et al., 2019). 
Moreover, support networks can increase resource efficiency by sharing labour, equipment, 
informa=on and ideas but also can provide a pla�orm for collec=ve lobbying to advocate for organic 
interests (Hanson et al., 2004). 
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Large retailers and supermarkets 
 

Supermarkets and large retailers were ogen described by the par=cipants as priori=zing 
shareholder profits over fair remunera=on of producers. Companies indeed have a fiduciary obliga=on 
towards their shareholders which is unavoidable and is certainly not be ideal from the producers’ 
perspec=ve. 
 

Furthermore, while it was acknowledged that there were prac=cal benefits to sell through large 
retailers for managing produc=on surplus, it was deemed too dangerous by producers to become too 
dependent on large retailers especially if the produc=on is manageable enough to be easily sold 
through direct sales. This conforms to the idea that diversifying market channels, and thus not relying 
on one single sales outlet, reduces marketplace risks (Hanson et al., 2004). This seems to be of further 
importance if the single outlet is a large retailer. 

 
Moreover, whereas supermarkets were seen as a poten=al entry point for organically unfamiliar 

customers, they, reportedly, blur the lines between imported organic products and local organic 
products which, reportedly, had nega=ve effects as it undermines the value associated with local 
organic farming. Although this observa=on is not directly reflected in the literature, we can s=ll assume 
within reason that this has nega=ve effects on the producers as the local characteris=c of a product is 
a key driver for demand (Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et al., 2020; Hughner et al., 2007; 
Janssen & Hamm, 2012) and thus if imported and local organic products are not differen=ated by 
supermarkets, it likely affects demand. 
 

In addi=on to this, while the literature suggests that current media nega=vely affects consumers’ 
opinions on livestock products (Hocqueme et al., 2018), the organic producers found that large retailers 
are also damaging their reputa=on as these companies lack transparency regarding the origin of the 
products, give insufficient visibility to organic and local producers but also inadequately price these 
products. This could entail major hinderances. 

 
Indeed, the theory highlights that a lack of visibility and insufficient marke=ng (Hughner et al., 

2007) as well as the visibility of labels (Janssen & Hamm, 2012) but also scep=cism of labels (Hughner 
et al., 2007), which can be linked to the lack of transparency of the origin and damaged reputa=on, 
affect consumer demand and price premia nega=vely. 

 
The producers highlighted that the price is the main obstacle for organic demand, consistent 

with the literature (Hughner et al., 2007). This is exacerbated by the fact that large retailers reportedly 
conduct inadequate pricing (i.e. se~ng prices too high for organic products) which gives the image to 
organic products as being too expensive, which in turn leads to a compe==ve disadvantage when 
compared to conven=onal products as per the literature (Darnhofer, 2010; Filippini et al., 2020), which 
can therefore reasonably be assumed to also affect organic demand outside of large retailers. 
 

For the organic producers doing business with large retailers, price nego=a=on difficul=es or 
even impossibili=es were pointed. To add to this, dominant retailers like Colruyt and Delhaize are 
reportedly difficult to access because of their conven=onal product preferences. Indeed, consistent 
with the literature, some stores may show limited interests in offering organic products (Hanson et al., 
2004). Considering that the availability and inconvenience to access organic products reduces demand 
(Hughner et al., 2007) and that most consumers do all their grocery purchases at large retailers for 
convenience reasons, it is safe to assume that this lack of interest of supermarkets nega=vely affects 
producers. 
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Overall, the results combined with the literature can be linked and are consistent with 
Koppenberg (2023)’s findings sugges=ng that the mere presence of large retailers nega=vely affect the 
price premia of organic farms. 
 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

Regarding distribu=on channels, relying on one sales outlet, especially large retailers, entails 
significant market risks. Besides, the homogeneity of the growing number of short circuit sales may 
lead to a decrease in profitability over=me.  
 

Moreover, inconsistent and lower organic yields lead to challenges when supplying certain 
product outlets that require a consistent supply of goods, have strict minimum order volumes or 
stringent =ming requirements. Addi=onally, while some distribu=on channels are difficult to access 
due market satura=on such as milk or due to the product being too niche such as goat meat, the 
distance between supply and delivery points is also a key hinderance.  

 
Furthermore, coopera=ves are seen as key to secure shelf space, increase product visibility and 

compe==vity. However, not only are farmer coopera=ves difficult to create due to a lack of 
commitment of partners but are also further hindered by the hos=lity of large farming industries 
towards smaller independent farmer coopera=ves. In addi=on, personal contacts and peer networks 
are cri=cal and a lack of them can have significant nega=ve effects. 

 
To add to this, large retailers have various adverse effects on organic producers. They blur the 

lines between imported and local organic products, which has nega=ve effects on the demand as a 
product’s local characteris=c is key. The supermarkets are also damaging to the reputa=on of organic 
products due to the lack of transparency of the origin and grant insufficient visibility to local producers, 
while also inadequately pricing them, leading to an expensive image of these products which could 
affect demand outside of these large retailers. 

 
Addi=onally, price nego=a=ons with supermarkets are challenging while also being difficult to 

access due to a preference for conven=onal products. The lack of interest for organic products of 
supermarkets leads to a decrease in availability and convenience for consumers to access organic 
products, which in turn reduces demand. 
 

2.2. Marke?ng and demand analysis 

The interviews revealed that the transi=on to an organic farm not only requires organic farming 
skills but also a strong marke=ng strategy. The literature aligns on this observa=on as it is suggested 
that organic conversions should not only focus on organic compliance but rather should be seen as a 
produc=on and innova=ve business strategy (Kerselaers et al., 2007), this is especially important 
considering the apparent homogeneity among organic farms due to the effects of the ins=tu=onal 
theory which is suggested to reduce innova=on (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Addi=onally, producers 
reportedly had financial losses during the marke=ng integra=on process, which in turn has not 
emerged from the literature. 
 

Furthermore, while the interviewees underlined that economic support amracted numerous 
farms to make the organic transi=on, which led to massively increased compe==on, the economic 
condi=on that once favoured organic farms has now shiged to local products, this demand shig is 
consistent with literature which indicates that the local amribute of a product is cri=cal to drive demand 
(Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021; Filippini et al., 2020; Hughner et al., 2007; Janssen & Hamm, 2012). 
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As a result, organic farms have been reported to struggle with commercial visibility and market 
presence. 
 

Besides the nega=ve influence of supermarkets on the price image, reputa=on as well as 
visibility and thus demand (as discussed in the previous segment), par=cipants pointed to a confusion 
between organic and local products among consumers, which is also reflected in the literature 
(Hughner et al., 2007). Consumers automa=cally assume that local products are organic which was 
seen as a barrier to informed consumer choices. Indeed, because of this, consumers were seen to fail 
to grasp the health and environmental benefits of cer=fied organic products. This is problema=c as the 
theory suggests that key drivers of organic demand are the health and environmental aspects as well 
as animal welfare (Hughner et al., 2007; Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021), therefore it is within reason 
to assume that conven=onal local products, which are automa=cally perceived as organic, absorb a 
certain demand which should have been amributed to organic products. Reportedly, this is exacerbated 
by the prolifera=on of various labels, which is also supported by the literature as these are suggested 
to drive product demand (Janssen & Hamm, 2012; Cubero Dudinskaya et al., 2021). 
 

While many underlined their price compe==vity when compared to supermarkets, it was 
emphasized that organic products are s=ll being perceived as inherently more expensive. This has been 
already addressed in segment “2.1. Distribu=on channels”. However, the par=cipants underlined that 
the argument should move beyond the price and stressed the need for educa=on and communica=on 
campaigns about quality, sustainability and taste but also acknowledged their own role in this process, 
their responsibility to set up a viable commercial strategy and to show case the quality of their 
products presented cleanly and aesthe=cally. The lamer is important as cosme=c defects are suggested 
to affect demand (Hughner et al., 2007). Overall, it seems consistent with literature that the economic 
viability of organic farms requires adapta=on of prac=ces to the specific requirements of organic 
systems (Kerselaers et al., 2007). 
 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 

 
The findings indicate that conversions should not only be about organic compliance but also 

need to have a commercial strategy in place. Se~ng up such strategies may be difficult without 
guidance and could lead ini=al financial losses. 
 

In addi=on, numerous farms were amracted to organic prac=ces by the ini=al economic support. 
However, the trend has now shiged from organic to local, which challenges the market presence and 
visibility for organic producers. In addi=on to the nega=ve visibility, reputa=on and price image 
demand influence of supermarkets, the current confusion between local and organic (i.e. local 
products are automa=cally seen as organic) leads to a demand absorp=on in favour of local products. 
 

Besides having a viable commercial strategy and adap=ng to requirements of organic systems, 
there seems to be also a struggle to show case the quality of the products and a need to conduct 
educa=on and communica=on campaigns in favour of the organic benefits, either led externally or by 
the farmers themselves. 

 

2.3. Supply 

As for the supply side, the interviews revealed a balancing act between customer expecta=ons, 
structural capaci=es and product margins. Indeed, the producers generally adapt their produc=on 
depending on the demand either by scaling it down or up. However, there were limits in both 
direc=ons. On one hand, producers could not scale up beyond structural capaci=es to meet a surge in 
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demand (as it was the case during the pandemic) but also on the other hand, some could not scale 
down as this would impact their already low revenue and instead focused on gaining new customers.  
Whereas the upscaling issues of organic farms have already been discussed in the first segment, the 
literature does not point to produc=on downscaling adapta=ons. 

 
Moreover, some farmers adapted their produc=on focus depending on the margins of the 

respec=ve products, favouring higher margin products and reducing or even limi=ng lower margin 
ones. It is reasonable to assume that this adap=on requires a certain financial cost accoun=ng oversight 
of the produc=on, which may not be a widespread prac=ce among farmers as accoun=ng and business 
management knowledge were deemed, by the farmers, as lacking areas. Now, the literature does not 
point directly to this, however, it can be linked to the crucial impact of farmer experience and 
educa=on on the farm viability (Flaten et al., 2005; Gardebroek et al., 2010; Tzouramani et al., 2014). 

 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

As for supply adapta=ons, organic farms have only a limited degree of produc=on volume 
flexibility. On one hand upscaling is capped by land, herd sizes and a general incompa=bility (as 
discussed in the first discussion segment) whereas on the other hand, some are reluctant to downscale 
their produc=on in case of a demand downturn as revenues are already low.  
 

Furthermore, to increase profitability, farmers prefer to increase produc=on on high margin 
items and cu~ng back on low performing ones. However, this requires a cost accoun=ng oversight of 
the produc=on which, due to a knowledge gap in accoun=ng and management, can be a challenge to 
set up. 

 

3. Opera5onal farming skills and adapta5on 

While the macro-actors pointed to a narrow farming prac=ce gap between conven=onal and 
organic, the farmers emphasized that both systems are fundamentally different and that organic farms 
cannot simply replicate conven=onal prac=ces. 

 
Central to the success was achieving an autonomous farm system, proper farm sizing, soil health 

and respec=ng biological cycles of land. Prac=ces such as proper breed selec=on and herd 
management (to lower or eliminate veterinary costs) as well as mixed crop-livestock farming were seen 
as essen=al to master as these not only create synergies between animal and crop produc=ons but 
also have posi=ve cascading effects on cost management and overall farm efficiency. 

 
However, the farmers were concerned about diminishing yields and a lack of appropriate 

techniques to address these declines as a recurring challenge was to master land management without 
chemical inputs. These difficul=es were seen as further emphasized due to the lack of suitable 
reference points such as agronomic consultants, whether it be for the viability analysis of a transi=on 
or opera=ons of exis=ng organic farms. 

 
Not only are agronomic consultants indeed seen as an important risk management tool for 

transi=ons (Tzouramani et al., 2014), but also seem to increase conversion rates, as some farmers 
specifically transi=oned because of the knowledge shared by agronomic consultants. Therefore, it can 
be deducted that if farmers feel confident in their skills and have a clear vision on the steps to take, 
they are more likely to convert and maintain a viable organic system. 
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Overall, conforming with the theory underlining the importance of farmer skills and experience 
(Gardebroek et al., 2010; Flaten et al., 2005; Tzouramani et al., 2014), the tes=mony of farmers narrows 
down to the cri=cal importance of closing the exis=ng knowledge gap regarding farmer, educa=on, 
skills and experience as much as possible. Besides the lack of consultants, the knowledge gap could be 
due to lacking local support networks and access to informa=on sources, as these are suggested to be 
key to enhance conversion rates (Kallas et al., 2009). 

 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

The organic farmers face a knowledge gap which could be due to a lack of support networks and 
access to informa=on, which cascades to every aspect of their organic farm systems and is amplified 
by a lack of suitable agronomic advisors and reference points. 
 

4. Regulatory and administra5ve barriers 

4.1. Control bodies 

While not emerging from the literature, the significa=ve administra=ve burden and mandatory, 
recurring inspec=ons linked to organic cer=fica=on were underlined as being a challenge. It was even 
noted that this could make farmers reluctant to organically transi=on. While a farmer expressed that 
hiring farm workers helped to ease this burden, paying the addi=onal salary expense may not be 
worthwhile. 

 
Addi=onally, the requirement to pay for a cer=fica=on body was also seen as a barrier but more 

importantly, it was greatly emphasized that organic inspectors should bemer communicate, be more 
flexible, understanding and provide guidance to farmers when mistakes are made. While these 
difficul=es are not reflected in the literature, these lacking areas could further =e into the previously 
men=oned knowledge gap, as farmers commit mistakes due to it, while inspectors do not seem to 
provide guidance to facilitate simpler compliance. 

 
Moreover, the farmers expressed scep=cism regarding the applied regula=ons and conducted 

controls of imported organic products, which were seen to not have equivalent standards and 
enforcements. This observa=on aligns with findings in the literature, sugges=ng “inconsistent 
interpreta=on of rules, uneven rule enforcement and grey areas” in the cer=fica=on system are areas 
of risk for farmers (Hanson et al., 2004, p.223). It is within reason to assume that this could lead to a 
compe==ve disadvantage for Walloon farmers if foreign organically cer=fied products are produced 
while being less constrained in the prac=ces. 

 
A recurring challenge was also linked to the complex and stringent regula=ons, controls and 

costs of the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food Chain (The “FASFC”), which had an impact on 
small-scale farming business transforming farm goods. As a result, it was noted that the FASFC burden 
could be discouraging for producers wan=ng to propose new products. While not directly addressed 
in the literature, it can s=ll be linked to various points of our previous analysis; these challenges can 
have a significant impact considering the key commercial importance of product diversity and the 
widely different margins a producer can generate with different types of products created through 
farm product transforma=on. 
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Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 
Among the barriers iden=fied are the significa=ve administra=ve burden and cer=fica=on fees 

regarding organic cer=fica=on and cer=fica=on maintenance. Moreover, a lack of clear suppor=ve 
guidance from inspectors in case of mistakes, which is amplified by the knowledge gap of farmers, 
have been iden=fied as an hinderance. 

 
Furthermore, due inconsistent rule enforcement and grey areas regarding the equivalent 

standards of imported organic goods, Walloon farmers may be exposed to a compe==ve disadvantage 
due to foreign organic farms being less constrained regarding their organic rule framework. 

 
Addi=onally, while product diversity is key for commercial viability and enable product margin 

management, it is significantly hindered by the stringent FASFC controls and regula=ons. To add to this, 
the fees associated with FASFC compliance are seen as par=cularly burdensome for smaller scale 
businesses like organic farms. 

 

4.2. Subsidies and governmental bodies  

Besides the ini=al one-year delay in receiving the financial support, subsidies were considered 
sufficient by some, while others had an opposing view. It does, however, point to vulnerabili=es. 
 

On one hand, the expression of famers sta=ng that subsidies are not sufficient aligns with the 
literature sugges=ng that organic farmers see the ins=tu=onal risk linked to support payments and 
policies as their main concern (Flaten et al., 2005; Labajova et al., 2022). This is especially relevant 
considering subsidies are seen as essen=al in order to achieve a similar profitability than conven=onal 
farms (Offerman & Nieberg, 2000), are a key component of financial viability of organic farms (Stolze 
& Lampkin, 2009; CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 2023) and high financial support has high correla=on 
with well performing farms (Giannakis & Bruggeman, 2015). However, on the other hand, suppor=ng 
policies could uninten=onally make organic farms more appealing to lower-performing farms (Pietola, 
2001). 
 

Furthermore, par=cipants expressed concerns and scep=cism regarding senior officials in the 
Walloon government which were seen as overall unsuppor=ve of the regional agricultural sector (e.g. 
not gran=ng certain aids and interfering with agricultural prac=ces). Which is crucial as suppor=ve 
policies which reflect governmental and societal preferences encourage sustainable farming prac=ces 
(Lohr & Salomonsson, 2000) while the presence of local agricultural authori=es is also suggested to 
enhance conversion rates (Kallas et al., 2009). 
 

Lastly, frequent changes in policies and rules were seen as a challenge as it creates an uncertain 
environment and hinders long-term project planning. This can be agreed to, not only the literature, as 
farmers are suggested to be concerned about agricultural policy risks (Flaten et al., 2005; Labajova et 
al., 2022; Hanson et al., 2004) but also can be a significant hinderance considering our previous 
analyses (notably in 1.2. Transi=on period) indica=ng that thorough planning is necessary for organic 
farm viability. 
 
Considera0ons for the research ques0on 
 

Through the analyses, it is undeniable that subsidies are crucial for the viability of organic farms. 
While there is a split over whether support payments are adequate, many s=ll found them insufficient. 
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To add to this, there seems to be a barrier specific to Wallonia concerning a distrust regarding 
senior Walloon governmental officials that are seen as overall unsuppor=ve of the agricultural sector.  

 
Lastly, frequent policy changes create an uncertain environment and severely hinder long-term 

planning that is crucial for viable organic farm strategies.  
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5. Limita5ons 

While the study provides valuable insights into the commercial and financial barriers faced by 
Walloon organic livestock farmers, certain limita=ons must be acknowledged to contextualize the 
findings and guide future research. 

 
Methodological limita0ons 

 
No generalisa=on of the findings is possible as qualita=ve insights from semi-structures 

interviews do not permit it. Addi=onally, due to =me constraints and distance, the interviews had to 
be conducted online or per phone call which could affect par=cipants openness and hide some 
nonverbal communica=on. 
 
Scope limita0ons 
 

By design, the research specifically focuses on Walloon organic livestock farms but also englobes 
a limited amounts of livestock breeds, mostly bovine and ovine, due to the nature of farming in 
Wallonia. Therefore, it may not reflect other regions of Belgium, nor the experiences related to other 
region’s livestock breed preferences. 
 

Furthermore, by design, the study aims to have a broad overview of the Walloon livestock 
segment. As a result, very micro specifici=es of livestock breed farm types i.e. isolated analyses per 
livestock farm breed composi=on are not addressed. 
 
Theore0cal limita0ons 
 

Relevant and up to date literature is very limited. As a result, the literature review may not 
adequately capture the evolu=on in the agricultural landscape. However, this is mi=gated due to using 
interviews of macro-actors and a financial analysis to supplement the literature. 
 
Sampling limita0ons 
 

During the interviews several poten=al par=cipants did not want to be interviewed. Reasonably, 
due to human nature, farmers that are more successful may be more willing to get interviewed on 
their prac=ces than those who are struggling. Thus, the interviews may be skewed towards, on 
average, bemer performing farms which could obfuscate the degree of importance of some challenges 
or even completely obstruct them. 
 

Moreover, the ini=al plan was to interview several conven=onal farmers to get addi=onal 
insights. However, it became quickly apparent that conven=onal farmers were not as open to 
interviews as organic farmers, which could leave some nuances undiscovered. 

 
Future research sugges0ons 
 

Open areas for future research are vast, such as, but not limited to, the specific challenges 
associated with organically farming every livestock breed which could be addressed using qualita=ve 
methods, developing linear regression models using the DAEA database to predict outcomes and 
understand rela=onships between inputs and outputs, quan=ta=ve supply chain op=misa=ons tailored 
to the organic Walloon context or lastly, a quan=ta=ve study on a curated database of recently 
transi=oned farms.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study has inves=gated the commercial and financial barriers faced by organic 
livestock farmers and offered new insights for the Walloon landscape. Indeed, it revealed a rather 
complex interplay between several parameters. 

 
To begin with, not only do structural limita=ons and revenue ceilings lead to the importance of 

internal cost management and farm autonomy which are reliant on managerial exper=se, but 
challenges also entail lacking organic premia and difficul=es to pass on costs. 

 
Furthermore, as for the transi=on period, the sudden increases in cost, lower yield, locked away 

price premia and thus lower income in combina=on with vulnerabili=es in the support system, a lack 
of organic experience and a lack of farm planning due to the scarcity of agronomic advisors, lead to 
significant difficul=es. 

 
To add to this, while short circuits play a key role in profitability and customer preferences, they 

are not compa=ble with intensive farming. Moreover, the amrac=vity of short circuits could see a 
gradual decrease due to the homogeneity of the market and its compe==veness. 

 
Addi=onally, not only does the reliance on one distribu=on channel entail significant risks but 

also, supply requirements of some cannot be met due to the inconsistent and lower yield of organic 
farms. Some channels are also difficult to access for saturated products and niche products while in 
addi=on, the distance of supply and delivery points and a lack of personal network have significant 
nega=ve effects. These challenges are emphasized by the hos=le nature of big farming industries and 
the difficul=es to create farmer coopera=ves. 

 
Moreover, supermarkets have a preference for conven=onal products and significantly influence 

the organic farm outcomes and demand. Not only are they blurring the lines between imported and 
local products, but also, are damaging to the reputa=on due to a lack of transparency of origin and 
insufficient visibility. In addi=on, while price nego=a=ons are difficult, inadequate pricing give an 
expensive image to organic products, even outside of these en==es. 

 
Show casing product quality as well as se~ng up a commercial strategy can be difficult and can 

lead to financial losses. To add to this, not only is the demand impacted by the preference shig from 
organic to local products, but it is also further amplified by the confusion between organic and local 
products that leads to a demand absorp=on.  

 
Furthermore, the findings revealed that the producers have limited produc=on flexibility, 

whether it be upscaling or downscaling, demand shigs in both direc=ons can thus some=mes not be 
fully met. The results showcased also a supply adap=on in favour of high margin products, but which 
is impaired by the knowledge gap in management and accoun=ng. An overall knowledge gap is indeed 
prevalent due to lacking support networks, access to informa=on and scarce agronomic advisors. 

 
Whereas organic cer=fica=on represents a significant administra=ve burden for farms, 

inspectors also seem to show a lack of suppor=ve guidance. To add to this, inconsistent rule 
enforcement of imported organic goods leads to a compe==ve disadvantage for local farms. 
Addi=onally, while product diversity is key for profitability, it is hindered by stringent FASFC 
compliance. 
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And lastly, while a distrust in Walloon government officials and frequent policy changes create 
an uncertain environment which hinder long term planning strategies, support payments are s=ll of 
utmost importance and in several cases insufficient which indicates vulnerabili=es in the system.  

 
By displaying and mapping these diverse barriers (cfr. appendix 9), the thesis highlights cri=cal 

leverage points for Walloon policymakers, farm coopera=ves, agricultural advisors and organic farms 
to strengthen the Walloon organic livestock sector’s resilience. Addressing the challenges in farmer 
experience and knowledge, cer=fica=on burden, support payments, distribu=on channels, 
governmental bodies, policies and adverse demand impacts could unlock substan=al growth and 
reinforce a key part of the region’s value chain and commitment to organic agriculture. However, 
ul=mately overcoming the challenges will require coordina=on across the different stakeholders in 
order to sustain a long-term pathway towards equitable and environmentally responsible regional food 
systems. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Other types of controls 
 
The different types of controls: others 
 
Hereager are the few last types of controls that can occur: 
 

The reinforced control occurs only if there has been non-compliance iden=fied on key elements 
during previous inspec=on. The non-compliant issues will be re-verified (Walloon Decree, 2022; 
Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
 

The follow-up control occurs only if a non-compliant element has been detected, and a follow-
up is required. The inspec=on aims to verify the implementa=on for correc=ve measures (Walloon 
Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
 

The cross-checked control occurs only between cer=fica=on bodies. They exchange and 
compare and reconcile certain informa=on regarding specific products traded between agricultural 
businesses (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 2017). 
 

The external inspec=on occurs only for a farming operator who is a member of a group of 
farming operators (Walloon Decree, 2022; Regula=on (EU) No 848, 2018; Regula=on (EU) No 625, 
2017). 

 
 

 
  



 84 

Appendix 2: Snapshot of chapter 2 of appendix 8 of the Walloon Decree of 
October 13, 2022 
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Appendix 3: Example control fee calcula7on inspired by a vulgariza7on 
document of BioWallonie (2024) 

 
Example:  An organic livestock farm producing milk using 10 hectares of pastures, 50 dairy cows, 

5 camle aged under one year old and 10 camle aged from one year to two years. 
 

First, using the point system: 1.670 (base points) + 10*61 (pastures) + 50*30 (dairy cows) + 5*6,3 (camle 
under one year) + 10*9,5 (camle between one and two years) = 3.906,5 points 

 
Then translated into euros: 

 
Minimum ceiling: 3.906,5 points*0,153€ = 598€ 

 
Maximum ceiling: 3.906,5 points*0,232€ = 896€ 

 
These annual fees do not include the VAT, nor the adjustment based on the health index. 
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Appendix 4: Snapshot of appendix 4 of the Walloon Decree of October 13, 
2022, which lists the elements that are used for the variable point aSribu7on 
in scope of the thesis. 
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Appendix 5: Corresponding LU per livestock type (CAP Strategic Plan Wallonia, 
2023, p.884) 
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Appendix 6: Interview guides used for the semi-structured interviews (self-
produc7on based on the literature chapters and hypothesises) 
 
For macro-actors: Open discussion about the organic prac=ces and economic, financial and managerial 
considera=on. 
 
For farmers: 
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Appendix 7: Snapshot of a BCE research example 
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Appendix 8: Snapshot of the DAEA database 
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Appendix 9: Findings overview (self-produc7on using the discussion chapter) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Due to uncertain geopoli=cal =mes, Europe needs to strike a balance between food security, 
environmental protec=on but also farmer frustra=on. Recent upheavals of farmers indicate that the 
central European, and notably the Walloon agricultural sector is under pressure. A gap in the literature 
presents the opportunity to explore, through a fresh lens, the commercial and financial challenges 
encountered by Walloon livestock farmers in order to provide new leverage points for stakeholders. 

 
A qualita=ve approach, complemented by a qualita=ve part, was used. First, semi-structured 

interviews of agricultural macro-actors (n=3) and a financial analysis on a database (n=585) provided 
by the Walloon Direc=on de l’Analyse Economique have been u=lized to complement the literature and 
to narrow down the theory to the Walloon context. Then, semi-structured interviews of (mostly) 
organic farmers (n=12) were conducted in order to get insights on the mamer. 

 
The findings indicate the following barriers: 

 
Structural limita=ons (revenue ceilings, farm autonomy and cost management requirement), 

limited produc=on flexibility, difficul=es to pass on costs and lacking organic premia, the transi=on 
period (lower yields, no price premia and higher costs), distribu=on channels (conven=onal 
preferences, distances, access and requirements of consistent supply), various nega=ve demand 
impacts (demand shig to local, local/organic confusion, expensive image and reputa=on damage from 
supermarkets), market homogeneity and compe==veness, a significant knowledge gap of organic farm 
management (including commercial and financial sides), lack of advisors, administra=ve burden and 
lack of guidance of control bodies, inconsistent rule enforcement (leading to a compe==ve 
disadvantage versus foreign organic products), uncertain and hos=le environment (big farm industries, 
frequent policy changes, governmental strife). 
 

 To strengthen the organic Walloon sector’s resilience, these challenges need to be addressed 
and could unlock substan=al growth but will require coordina=on across various stakeholders in order 
to sustain a long-term pathway towards equitable, environmentally responsible regional food systems. 
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